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Editor’s Note
We would like to express our gratitude and

appreciation for all of the Criterion staff who have put countless hours and
tireless energy into this issue. As dedicated readers may already know,
Criterion: A Journal of Literary Criticism is a student-run academic journal
associated with the English Department at Brigham Young University.
Criterion gives undergraduate students the opportunity to publish articles
with relevant social themes portrayed through literature. For Criterion’s
fall issues, we do not establish a theme, but instead pick an assortment of
topics to broaden the scope of the journal issue. As editors on this journal, we
choose to volunteer our efforts in appreciation of old and modern literature
and for the edification of all who read Criterion—all while gaining valuable
professional experience along the way.
For editors, so much work goes into education and training in order to
make a journal like this possible. It has been a really rewarding experience
to grow alongside fellow passionate writers and editors, and we are grateful
for everyone’s patience, participation, and grace towards each other as we
all learn. We want to thank our authors for letting us work on their papers
and for giving us the opportunity to publish their work. We appreciate our
faculty advisor, Jason Kerr, who, despite being new to the Criterion family
this semester, was a great support and helping hand to us. We would also like
to thank our long-time illustrator Maddison Tenney for her wonderful and
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eye-catching art that perfectly encapsulates the various journal themes. She
puts great thought and effort into her designs throughout the entire semester
and has a brilliant eye. We are grateful for her efforts in bringing the articles
to life. Finally, we would like to thank Brigham Young University’s English
Department for their continued support of this publication. We truly hope
that you enjoy these articles as much as we do.

Editors-in-Chief
Suzana Dvorak & Daniel Taylor
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“I suppose an island
dweller should expect
it to be so”
The Contradiction and Drama of Maternity
and Islands in Caleb’s Crossing
Shayla Frandsen

The

change that came over us was almost

physical—the longer we drove down that single stretch of highway bracketed
by ocean on both sides. After what seemed like interminable waits in the rental
car line and an hours-long drive from the airport, we had finally arrived
at Conch Key, an island in the Florida Keys where we would be spending the
next week of our honeymoon. It wasn’t just the joy of escaping after a whirlwind
several days of cake-cutting, mingling, posing, and planning that ushered
in such calm. No, it seemed like Conch Key itself, that sandy, divine island,
had also worked its wonders on us. Our lives slowed to a blissful cadence,
the perfect weather was nearly hypnotizing. We found ourselves exclaiming
multiple times a day how perfectly we could envision ourselves moving there,
and the distance from our bungalow to miles of glassy blue ocean—five feet!—
felt like a revelation. Count us among the believers of the magic of island life.
We aren’t the only ones for whom islands hold an attractive sway; they have
a long tradition of capturing human imagination and functioning as a space that
nurtures both magic and mystery. Arianne C. Reis agrees, writing that island’s
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“frequently singular landscape, their clearly defined boundaries, their isolation
from other land masses and the cultures that develop within those limits have
lured tourists and scientists for centuries” (3). Prospero echoes this sentiment
near the end of Shakespeare’s The Tempest, commenting on the mythic sway
the island has had on its visitors by saying, “You do yet taste / Some subtleties
o’th’ isle” (5.1.124–5).
What are these “subtleties o’th’ isle” of which Prospero speaks? Subtlety
is, perhaps, the most appropriate word to elucidate the ways in which islands
operate, for they are geographic locations which seem to transcend taxonomy
while retaining an essence of familiarity. It is in these liminal landscapes where
complex human experiences become even more fraught. One such complex
human experience that sees its borders redrawn when enacted on an island
is motherhood. Reproductive rights, bodily autonomy, conception, pregnancy
loss—what does the drama of maternity look like when it occurs on such a
place as an island?
One place we might search for answers is in Geraldine Brooks’s novel
Caleb’s Crossing. Bethia spends her entire childhood and early teenage years
on Martha’s Vineyard in the 1660s. While Puritan religious structures and strict
patriarchal values are still in place, the island also offers to Bethia freedoms
that might not have been available to her in a more constrained location. When
she becomes a mother, she is heavily influenced by her island upbringing. Her
experiences emphasize the contradictory nature of motherhood; motherhood
might be the only other notion that is as inherently contradictory as islands.
To be clear, islands and motherhood are not in opposition to each other in this
paper—instead, both are filled with opposing concepts which somehow seem
to operate as true at the same time. As such, we can use Bethia’s experience to
inform our reading of islands and their pressurizing of fraught conceptions
of motherhood. She herself comments on the tensions inherent in island life,
noting, “Fair winds and foul . . . Waters, wild and wide, shallow and still. How
these things have marked out the chapters of my life. I suppose an island dweller
should expect it to be so” (Brooks 282). Paradox lies inherent in both islands
and maternity. I will layer a reading on maternity from Caleb’s Crossing onto an
examination of the phenomenon by which islands navigate the space between
binaries to reify the existences of both motherhood and islands as places of
inherent contradiction.

14
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Both Foreign and Familiar

In many ways, islands are foreign in every sense of the word. The word “island”
originated in English as “isolated land,” a “place apart” from the mainland
(Meeker 197). Islands have grown so notable as a tourist fantasy because of their
existence as separate from, or other than, quotidian landscape (Meeker 197).
Visiting an island feels like an escape from mundanity—a vacation.1 Islands
may be foreign in this way, yet they’re also familiar. A destination like Hawaii
could feel non-threatening to the anxious traveler: “exotic” enough to serve as
a getaway, yet still safe due to the familiar use of English.
This interplay between foreign and familiar is found both within islands
and maternity. The pregnancy silhouette is familiar, yet it carries with it a
specific type of social status in society, one immediately fraught with
contradiction: “Pregnant women in our society are often wrapped in an aura
of sacredness—the pregnant body is idolized as a symbol of maternity and
femininity . . . [yet] expectant mothers are also more extensively scrutinized
and are subject to constant control and monitoring” (Neiterman 337). Pregnant
bodies are a part of society’s everyday landscape, yet they are still treated
as foreign bodies, subject to scrutiny, criticism, and other idolizing. This has
long been the case, and perhaps even more so in early modern America.
Puritan knowledge surrounding pregnancy was limited (Schnucker 656),
women’s bodies were regarded with extreme suspicion (Reis 16), and society
was rigorously structured by Puritan leaders who saw themselves as “Old
Testament patriarchs” (Westerkamp 573). Despite these rigid views of maternity
and women’s bodies, Bethia’s image of herself as a mother is remarkably
fluid and forgiving, an emblem of the island that has shaped her. This fluidity
is manifest in various ways that will be illustrated in this paper, one of the
most remarkable of which is Bethia’s adoption of her friends and peers Joel
and Caleb into her maternal sphere.
1

Vacations are certainly a tantalizing prospect, yet problematic when considering the

destructive forces of typically White middle- and upper-class tourism against delicate island
ecosystems and non-White island communities. This intrusion by non-native and potentially
damaging tourism movements cannot be overlooked. Islands also function as unknown quantities operating outside of the typical purview of patriarchal and capitalist hegemony: radical
land, unapologetically foreign.
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Caleb teaches Bethia the Wampanoag tradition of viewing oneself as
an island dweller. Wampanoag means “People of the First Light,” the first
to see the “milky light” of the sunrise (Brooks 12). Bethia feels immediate
connection with this: “Since I was born here [on the island], I too have come
to feel that I am a person of the first light, perched at the very farthest edge
of the new world, first witness to each dawn of the turning globe” (Brooks 2).
This unique identification informs her entire life, and she often sees herself
as singular, hopeful, and holding a unique sense of the world. Evidence of
this is found when she sees a beached whale, which she describes as “huge,
glistening, luminous, a pregnant shape that the surf pulled this way and that”
(Brooks 28). The whale’s pregnancy directly parallels Bethia’s own pregnancy
later in the novel. Equally significant is how Bethia notes the whale moving
with the tide “as if she still had vigor and was not already doomed” (Brooks
28). There is hope in her words, acceptance of the whale’s doomed state side-byside with its vigor. She seems able to straddle the contradictions inherent in
pregnancy and motherhood, approaching both with the fluidity and acceptance
of ocean tide against island shore. She accepts the hardship of life without
trying to find blame in cosmic recourse. Space is held for the speculative and
the seemingly unbelievable.
As a young woman, Bethia is torn about her own maternal future,
desperate to get an education yet also accepting of the probability that she
will bear children of her own. Later in the book, after two years of marriage
to Samuel, she writes “we had . . . begun to resign ourselves to the possibility
that God would not bless us with issue” (Brooks 276). She appears to have
the same acceptance and all-seeing calm that she did with the whale, hope and
resignation working in tandem. When she does have a child and understands
“there would be no other” due to significant health risks, she is equally
accepting (Brooks 276). This further signifies the extent to which the freedom
of the island has influenced Bethia to accept the mystery and hardship that
surrounded—and continues to surround—maternity.

Connection and Autonomy

The contradictions within maternity are similar to the ways in which islands
function: at once foreign and known, they also act as both autonomous entities
and interconnected within larger natural structures. Scholars note that “the
16
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sea is a natural highway,” so while islands are autonomous in their distinct
identity and isolation, they also have placement within a globe-spanning
community of interconnected coastlines, waterways, continents, and other
islands (“LAND, SEA AND SKY” 48). Further entwined with these interchanges
of the sea is the way in which human behavior reflects, or is influenced by,
proximity to the ocean. What can we make of representations in contrast
to island life? Additionally, how can we interpret the collective identity of
the communities (Reis 5)? Bethia herself challenges Caleb’s equation of their
island childhood with utopia, telling him at one point, “We are neither of
us children who may run hither and yon, as if this isle were another Eden.
If it were so, once, then those gates are closed behind us now” (Brooks 148).
Among current discourse in island studies this problematizing of island
identity—and its possible performative element—is called “aquapelago,”
which is defined as
a social unit existing in a location in which the aquatic spaces between

and around a group of islands are utilized and navigated in a manner that is

fundamentally interconnected with and essential the social groups’ habitation
of land and their senses of identity and belonging. (Hayward 5)

Crucial to the concept of “aquapelago” is the island’s spatial relation to the
sea. In speaking about the forceful presence of the sea, Godfrey Baldacchino
writes, “The fluidity of water unsettles us; the immensity of oceanic expanses
belittles us; the wrath of ocean storms frightens us; the richness of marine protein
sustains us; [and] the mystery of seabed resources drives our explorations”
(180). The sea, with all its power, acts as a watery highway connecting once
autonomous entities and spaces.
Striking, then, are the instances when Bethia’s connective maternity are
juxtaposed with her desires for autonomy. Sometimes these instances occur
nearly at the same time, warring for supremacy. For Bethia, this war between
interconnectivity and autonomy is often reflected in her interactions with
her surrounding geography. One such instance happens towards the end
of Caleb’s Crossing, when Bethia discovers that her dear, longtime friend
Joel has been horrifically murdered on a nearby island named Coatuet. His
death has community-spanning ramifications: this is the devastating loss of a
scholar, husband, son, and friend. Of Coatuet, Bethia writes, “I have written
so little in my various scrawls throughout the years about our sister island”
(Brooks 287). Her father often visits the island, and he finds his reports to
17
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be underwhelming, noting that he “made it out in every way inferior to
our own island—smaller, flatter, less various, more windswept—and barely
worth braving the treacherous few miles of rock-strewn shoal” (Brooks 287).
Their islands are neighboring, connected by waterways and familial ties,
yet Bethia hardly pays any attention to it. She has never even been there. In
this instance, Bethia’s isolated island lifestyle has a direct influence on her
method of interaction with other locations.

Sons of Metaphor

After her childhood friend Joel is murdered, she travels with Joel’s father
Iacoomis, along with her husband Samuel and their young son, to the site
of the horrific crime. It is significant that she traveled not just with Joel’s
family, but with her own. Was she wanting to preserve her maternity in this
moment, a boon with which she could more easily face the crushing news
of her childhood friend? Upon arrival at Coatuet, Bethia and her family
are informed of the brutal gravity of Joel’s death at the hands of “wicked
troublemakers,” learning that once the ship had run aground, “Joel confronted
them most bravely, making arguments in their own tongue as to why they
should forbear, but this only enraged them more against him, seemingly, and
at the last all of them together set upon him most cruelly” (Brooks 289). It’s
a devastating, stunning revelation, one which Bethia’s traveling group bears
as a connected whole. They travel not just as a community, but as a family.
Of additional interest is the fact that Bethia often took on a mothering role
in her friendship with Joel, spending many years cooking and cleaning for
him while he pursued his own education. Joel became her metaphorical son,
receiving many of the benefits of her strong maternal care.
After learning of the terrible circumstances of her friend, the next moment
is one that Bethia steps into all by herself: “When I could speak, I turned to
Iacoomis and told him, in Wompaontoaonk, that it would be my very great
honor to be permitted to wash Joel’s body and prepare it for Christian burial”
(Brooks 289). It’s something she decides to do on her own, perhaps even must
do on her own, this sole act that demonstrates the strength of her connection
to her friend and quasi son, Joel. She speaks in the language she had been
covertly, then openly, learning for years. It’s a language very few white men
in her life have ever commanded with ease, if at all, but it is a language that she
18

Fall 2022

has learned so that she can communicate with the Wampanoag, particularly
somebody like Joel, her friend and sometimes son.
Bethia’s proficiency in Wompaontoaonk is an endeavor she did solely with
Caleb’s help—a subversive act that would not have been possible anywhere
other than their island home, which provided the two with hours of time to
themselves. She writes of their illuminative time together, “I followed [him]
as . . . he walked through the woods like a young Adam, naming creation”
(Brooks 23–24). In this instance, she is like a child in relationship to Caleb, who
takes on more than just a friendly role—he takes on a fatherly one, as well.
Just as an island is both familiar and foreign, so Bethia leaves behind her
familiar spaces to learn and explore with Caleb, a foreign entity who becomes
as familiar to her as anybody in her own family, a father figure closer to her
than her own father. Caleb also familiarizes her with an island that initially
felt foreign; she writes that “so many things grew and lived [there] that were
strange to us, because they had not been in England . . . when he named
a plant or a creature, I felt that I heard the true name of the thing for the
first time” (Brooks 24). For Bethia, Caleb is the person that helps her bridge
contradictions. Just as he completed a crossing of his own over the course of
the novel, so too does he often help her cross between the seemingly opposite
ideas that exist at the same time within her and around her. Fascinating,
too, is the switch—the crossing—that occurs later in the book, when Bethia
becomes the maternal figure, and Caleb, like Joel, becomes her metaphorical
son.

Crossing Over the Binary

There are some instances, however, when Caleb is not present to help Bethia
with her own crossing. He’s not there, for example, when Bethia and her family
visit Joel’s murder scene. It’s a crossing from interconnectedness to autonomy
that she must perform on her own, one that even supplants her role as a
mother. Regarding her desire to prepare Joel’s body for burial, Bethia says,
“Samuel tried to turn me from the task. But I looked into his eyes, and said I
would do it, and it was a measure of how we had become, as a couple, that he
simply took [our son] from my arms and nodded as I left for the place where
they had laid out Joel’s shattered corpse” (Brooks 289). She separates from her
son to care for her childhood friend Joel, taking a moment from her family to
19
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engage in this private, autonomous act. Preparing Joel’s body is another act
that casts him as her metaphorical son. This is one of Prospero’s “subtleties
o’th’ island” referenced at this paper’s introduction, wherein minor shifts
work to add new complexity and significance to existing situations. Bethia
leaves her son with her husband, but caring for Joel redirects her maternal
efforts, ultimately keeping her maternity intact.
Unfortunately, this was not the last time that Bethia’s friends required
her maternal efforts. When Caleb is dying, Bethia grows anxious to help her
closest friend and metaphorical son—anxious enough that she once again strikes
out on her own, leaving behind her husband and son, to find some way to
ease her “son” in his final moments. And where does she go to fulfill this “fool’s
errand” (Brooks 300)? The island, of course: “I . . . plucked up my courage,”
she writes, “and, with Samuel’s blessing, bespoke me a passage to the island”
(Brooks 300). It is a taxing trip. When Bethia returns to Caleb’s bedside she is
acting on her own, having reimagined the borders of motherhood by finding
long-term care for her biological son in order to care for her metaphorical one
(Brooks 299).

Isolation and Community

Isolation is another aspect of islands that is in constant play with its opposite.
The sea acts as a connective tissue by which individual islands, and the
people inhabiting these islands, feel less isolated. Unless, of course, isolation
is the reason that people seek out islands in the first place. Herein lies another
inherent contradiction of islands: they capture the human imagination, yet
they also act as spaces of confinement, violence, and loneliness. Islands have
figured as liminal, magical, mysterious places in literature such as classical
Greek lore, Sir Thomas More’s Utopia, and the plays of Shakespeare (Meeker
199). In addition to attracting human interest on a temporal level with magical
weather, quick access to oceanic vistas, and vegetation of staggering beauty,
islands also feel imbued with magic and wonder, capturing the imagination
with their richly utopic fantasy (Meeker 199).

Bethia cannot resist the pull of her island either, saying “The island cried

out to me . . . If I answered its call, soon enough I would live again in the
familiar rhythms of its seasons . . . I knew that life; I knew my place in it”
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(Brooks 231). She even imagines her future as a mother on the island: “If I
threw my thoughts forward I could see myself at every age . . . the number
of children at my board ebbed and flowed—but the woman at the center of

the vision was clear; in bud, in blossom, and blown” (Brooks 231). Bethia’s
idea of her maternal experience is inextricably bound with the island, home

to her vision of herself with children. The number of children itself is blurry,
but the island as backdrop is clear and unmistakable. In fact, it is her history
as an islander which informs her idea of herself as a mother. The views are
inseparable.

Islands may maintain their firm hold on imagination, but they have a

darker side, as well. Islands are easily breached, have historically been the sites
of marginalization and oppression, and have stories of misery that sometimes
go unnoticed due to “human imagination [persisting] in its vision” of such

idyllic locales (Meeker 200–202). In geopolitical discourse, islands are frequently
places that feel the controlling press of the colonizer’s boot. Some scholars

have noted the challenges that globalization poses to island tradition (Gülzau,
Fabian, et al. 7) while Adam Grydehøj adds “island geographers must resist

‘the lure of island’ as pure place outside of space” (431). Essentially, islands

must be contextualized by their spatial relations to the sea, other islands, and
their global situation.

Also significant is the island serving as a site of distancing and separation.

Quoting Gilles Deleuze, artist and architectural theorist Manar Moursi writes,

“Dreaming of islands—whether with joy or in fear, it doesn’t matter—is
dreaming of pulling away, of being already separate, far from any continent,

of being lost and alone” (52). Bethia is no stranger to this feeling of loneliness, of
a darker side. Caleb’s Crossing in its entirety is saturated with her longing to

find connection, pursue education on her own terms, and find the time and

space to relax from the legion of maternal duties that have been relegated to her.
Yet even when Bethia is on the island, helmed by her husband and son, she

still feels pulled by restlessness. She describes riding her old horse Speckle

whenever possible, “often with Samuel and the babe” but sometimes alone:

“I wanted to share my memories . . . But some things I did not share” (Brooks
285). Bethia’s words might ring true to any mother living a life of inherent
contradiction: the overwhelming joy and never-ending stress of children, the
sensation of feeling both lost and found at the same time, wanting to hold one’s
21

Criterion

children one minute then desperately needing to be alone the next. Bethia’s
maternal journey on her island home demonstrates that crossing back and
forth between contradictions is a pursuit that takes a lifetime to learn.
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The Only Way Out is
Through
Community, Death, and the Desacralization
of Trauma in George Saunders’ Lincoln in
the Bardo
Josey Gardner

George

Saunders’ novel Lincoln in the Bardo

deals with memory and trauma among the living and the dead. It takes place
in a graveyard on the night immediately following 11-year-old Willie Lincoln’s
funeral. President Abraham Lincoln sits next to his son’s coffin and aimlessly
wanders the graveyard, attempting to cope with the grief and trauma of his
son’s death. Unbeknownst to President Lincoln, a slew of ghosts witness his
grief and trauma in this graveyard. One of these ghosts is his own son, Willie.
These ghosts choose to remain in the Bardo—Saunders’ creation of a mixture
between the Catholic idea of purgatory and the Tibetan Buddhist idea of
the Bardo—under the false hope they can return to their “previous state” of
life and reclaim the things they have lost. Through the ghosts’ experience in
the Bardo, the novel tackles methods of how to deal with trauma and grief.
Among those methods is a process called desacralization: removing trauma
from a place of all-encompassing power. Another method the novel uses is a
focus on community and an acceptance of a new self and life.

Criterion

Lincoln in the Bardo’s appearance as yet another trauma narrative
is not surprising. As Professor Schwartz of Emerson College wrote, “We
speak of trauma incessantly these days” (Schwartz). What began as a desire
for representation of trauma in media and literature has morphed into an
obsession. Trauma has a chokehold on narratives within entertainment
media with true crime TV shows like, Black Mirror, The Last Duel, and so
many more (Pandell). It is seen in literature through novels such as Black
Sun, The Hunger Games, The Handmaid’s Tale, and others. It is hard to
deny Parul Sehgal’s analysis, “Dress this story up or down: on the page and
on the screen, one plot—the trauma plot—has arrived to rule them all.” We
watch trauma, we speak of trauma, we read of trauma, we write of trauma.
However, Lincoln in the Bardo fills a unique niche in the current
portrayals of trauma found in popular media by seeking to minimize the
importance of trauma. This comes in direct contrast to the way trauma
overwhelms and consumes current media trends. As trauma narratives
become the most noteworthy and valuable of stories, trauma itself is
inevitably placed upon a pedestal—the shining object that all other decisions
are measured against and based upon. The placing of trauma on a pedestal
marks what historian Dominick LaCapra refers to as the “sacralization”
of trauma. This sacralization occurs when a traumatic event is converted
“into a founding or sublime event—a traumatic sublime or transfigured
moment . . . that helps to create a compelling, even disabling sense of betrayal
if one departs from a ‘fidelity’ to it” (123). As the trauma narrative becomes
prioritized above all others and trauma itself, it is used as a foundational
event from which all decisions, outlooks, and entire identities are based.
Our culture’s treatment of these narratives seems to echo the language of the
Catholic Nicene Creed: instead of God, the trauma is “the First and the Last,
the beginning and the end of everything,” a dogma that demands loyalty
(Catechism of the Catholic Church). It is no wonder then that the word “sacred”
is used to describe the modern relationship to trauma.
The depiction of the sacralization of trauma within Lincoln in the Bardo
is precisely what makes it unique among the sea of trauma novels in which
it floats. Rather than lending itself to further prioritization, the novel charts
a path for removing trauma from the pedestal it is often placed on—in
other words, a path for desacralization. This desacralization is a key part of
LaCapra’s specific method of dealing with trauma that he labels “working
through” (121). Lincoln in the Bardo renders a method for desacralizing
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trauma through the steps the ghosts themselves use: the use of community,
empathic unsettlement, and an acceptance of death twice over: first, accepting
the death of the self before the trauma, and second, accepting the death of
the self created by the sacralization of that trauma. As the ghosts actively
seek to desacralize their own trauma, Lincoln in the Bardo demonstrates a
critique on the sacralization of the trauma narrative that pervades current
media trends.
The sacralization of trauma begins with the inability to accurately
describe traumatic events. Trauma theorist Cathy Caruth defines trauma
as an “incomprehensible event that defies all representation” (Leys 269).
What makes an event traumatic is that it fundamentally exists outside of
the realm of imagination and understanding, and cannot be placed into
such a framework. By the very nature of what trauma is, any and all words
and symbols fail to communicate precisely how the event felt (Adami 27).
However, LaCapra theorizes that when this definition of trauma as an allencompassing, indescribable force is left unchallenged, it inevitably results
in the hallowing of trauma, developing a God-like power and mystery (121).
The ineffability of trauma is seen at the start of Lincoln in the Bardo
when it comes time for the ghosts in the graveyard to explain their situation
to the newly arrived ghost of Willie Lincoln. None will admit they are dead,
and none can tell Willie exactly what his next steps should be. They are not
able to even say the word “coffin,” instead calling their coffins “sick boxes”
(Saunders). As they lay in their “sick boxes,” they anxiously await the day
when they will return to the life they left behind. Their existence in the Bardo
originates not only from their inability to describe their deaths, but to even
admit their reality.
Although trauma is initially felt as something beyond words and
understanding, this perception of trauma must eventually change in order
for it to be worked through. Many trauma victims, including the ghosts in
Lincoln in the Bardo, resist this change, as if putting their trauma into words
diminishes the horrible aspects of it. Feelings of fidelity towards trauma are
telltale signs it has been sacralized. In order to experience any semblance of
peace after a traumatic event, the desanctification of the event must occur.
Working through trauma must not be seen “as total transcendence of trauma”
or as “a betrayal of it” (LaCapra 122). The goal of working through trauma
is not to be “cured” of it or to return to a version of self that existed before
the trauma as if it never happened. Rather, the process of working through
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trauma involves creating a narrative that gives trauma less power so that the
victim’s future is not dictated solely by the memory of their trauma (122).
Because the ghosts’ experience of trauma as a fundamentally
indescribable event remains unchallenged, it becomes a kind of unknowable
force that drives their behavior—they believe they must stay in the Bardo in
order to return to the lives they left behind. The ghosts never admit what or
where they are. They cling to their last memories of life to grasp any hope to
return to what they’ve left behind. Because their last memories are of their
deaths, this trauma is what they cling to. This creates the fidelity to trauma
that always accompanies its sacralization (LaCapra 123).
According to trauma theory, trauma is often experienced “in a highly
fragmented way, as a collection of sensations and images” (Stroinska et al.
249). True to that theory, the ghosts manifest in the Bardo as haphazard and
uncontrollable collections of the thoughts, feelings, and circumstances that
surrounded their deaths. The ghost of Roger Bevins III, who committed
suicide and realized too late that he still felt a longing and a zest for life,
manifests to Willie Lincoln as having “several sets of eyes All darting to and
fro Several noses All sniffing His hands (he had multiple sets of hands,
or else his hand were so quick they seemed to be many) struck this way and
that” (Saunders 27). The physical sensation and stimulus Bevins so craved
in his last moments haunt his spirit in the Bardo. Likewise, the ghost Hans
Vollman’s manifestations are centered around his last memories of being on
his way to consummate his marriage with his wife—just before a wooden
beam fell from the ceiling onto his head, killing him. Consequently, Willie
Lincoln describes Hans Vollman as “Quite naked Member swollen to the
size of Could not take my eyes off . . . Awful dent in the head” (28). The
ghost of Reverend Everly Thomas, who is haunted by the fear he experienced
in his last moments, arrives with “eyebrows arched high, looking behind
himself anxiously, hair sticking straight up, mouth in a perfect O of terror”
(28). These manifestations are always present and never under the conscious
control of the ghosts.
It is not just the types of manifestations that are uncontrollable, it is also
their intensity. The manifestations are in a state of flux, ranging from mild to
all encompassing. Given the fragmentary nature of trauma, the sacralization
of it often leads to an inability to control how trauma manifests itself. This is
known as “acting out”—when the experience of past trauma, its effects, and
associated behaviors are repeated in the present. “Traumatized people tend
28

Fall 2022

to relive the past, to be haunted by ghosts, and thus to repeat the trauma in
the present as if they were still in the past” (Adami 24). This acting out is
seen in the ghosts’ manifestations. Bevins’ manifestations flare and recede
depending on how intently he talks about missing life and having a body. As
he lives with his trauma in the Bardo, it is those feelings of longing that often
overwhelm him. While he speaks to Willie Lincoln, Bevins grows “so many
extra eyes and noses and hands that his body all but vanished Eyes like
grapes on a vine Hands feeling the eyes Noses smelling the hands / Slashes
on every one of the wrists” (Saunders 27). His desires to experience all the
material and physical sensation the world had to offer are continually thrust
upon him in the Bardo. Organs and limbs devoted to physical sensation such
as eyes, nose, and hands, swell and multiply. Amid his denial to accept he
is dead, all his wrists are slashed to declare the consequences of his suicide.
In addition to the ghosts’ manifestations of themselves, Saunders’
adaptation of the Bardo displays the uncontrollable acting out that continues
when trauma is allowed to be placed on the pedestal of total authority,
mystery, and devotion. The Tibetan word “bardo” literally translates to
“intermediate state,” but is often interchangeably translated with words such
as gap, interval, transitional process, liminal state, or in between (Kilts). In
traditional Tibetan Buddhist thought, the Bardo describes a liminal space that
many Buddhists believe exists between death and rebirth. Those who inhabit
this space are engaged by hallucinations and visions that represent different
aspects of themselves and the lives they led. Upon encountering these
hallucinations, a person can choose one of three actions: first, they can accept
the hallucinations as part of the life they lived and forego any attachment
to them and reach enlightenment; second, they can attach themselves to
the hallucinations and refuse to let go until they are forced back into the
reincarnation cycle; or third, they can run from the hallucinations and deny
that they are a representation of themselves, which also forces them back into
the reincarnation cycle (Holecek).
Being bombarded by uncontrollable hallucinations is an aspect of Tibetan
theology that Saunders utilizes in his own imaginings of the graveyard
Bardo. It is not made clear if the specters that appear to the ghosts in the
graveyard are hallucinations or some form of spirit from the next stage
urging those in the Bardo to move on, but they arrive against the will and
wishes of the ghosts in the graveyard to convince them they are truly dead
by showing them things they no longer have. When these hallucinations
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arrive, each ghost sees something different. They are not just representations
of life, but representations of the very traumas that landed them in the Bardo
to begin with. Hans Vollman sees a “swarm of beautiful young brides,”
meant to remind him of the wife he was never able to love entirely (Saunders
92). The Reverend sees “angels, attentive to strangely corporeal wings,” as
the horror of his divine judgment is brought back to life (92). Roger Bevins
sees “hundreds of exact copies of Gilbert,” the man who broke his heart and
prompted his suicide (92). Just as the hallucinations in the traditional Tibetan
Bardo determine if a person will move on or remain stuck in a cycle, each
ghosts’ refusal to acknowledge or heed these hallucinations creates the limbo
those who refuse to accept trauma find themselves in.
Rather than moving to the place where they belong, the ghosts who
continue to deny the hallucinations are left in a liminal space where purpose
and meaning are unclear. It is the ghosts’ sacralization of and fidelity to their
trauma that keeps them trapped in the Bardo, unable to progress. These
hallucinations can serve as theology as well as to emphasize the acting out
that follows the sacralization of trauma. Just as a trauma victim unexpectedly
re-experiences the traumatic events of the past as if it were the present when
their trauma has not been properly worked through, each ghost experiences
the trauma of their death in the now, against their will, as memories they
associate with their trauma take form and walk among them. Because the
hallucinations in Saunders’ Bardo are centered around the trauma of each
ghost, they represent the “overwhelming experience of . . . often delayed,
uncontrolled repetitive appearance of hallucinations and other intrusive
phenomena” (Caruth 11). The ghosts are assaulted by hallucinations
reminiscent of their trauma, forcing them to relive aspects of the trauma that
even the manifestations cannot imitate.
“Storytelling about life events seems to be a universal human activity,”
and so even amid the ghosts’ rejection of their trauma and current state, they
form a narrative around their traumas (Stroinska 263). However, they are not
honest narratives. They are grounded in the indescribability and mystery of
the trauma itself, as well as denial of death and where they are. Early in the
novel, these narratives are not used to work through trauma, they are used to
deflect the effects of trauma. As such, the narratives only reinforce the sacred
status of their trauma. This results in an obsession with the trauma narrative
each ghost has produced.
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The ghosts are so fixated on their last memories that they have the
stories of their deaths memorized word for word. They repeat the same
script over and over to anyone who will listen. Upon the arrival of young
Willie Lincoln, the other ghosts do not extend any “hellos” or “how do you
dos”. Instead they immediately launch into retelling their own deaths. As
soon as Willie arrives, Vollman promptly begins, “on our wedding day I was
forty-six, she was eighteen,” and proceeds to tell Willie about how he was
about to consummate his marriage when he was struck on the head by a
wooden beam (Saunders 3). Vollman finishes his story before he even notices
Willie’s age, exclaiming, “Goodness, are you a child? He is, isn’t he?” (5) The
power Vollman’s trauma has over him is so strong that it is not until he is
completely finished recounting his own story that he sees Willie for what he
is—a child. Vollman does not notice or care that his lack of sexual fulfillment
and subsequent death is not a subject to be discussed with an 11-year-old,
nor does Vollman think to provide comfort or an explanation to a boy who
has just died and does not know where he is or who is around him; Vollman
can think of nothing else until his trauma narrative is told. Every standard
of what is appropriate, right, or logical pales in comparison to this need to
relay his trauma.
The ghosts have been telling and listening to one another’s tales of woe
for so long that they have each other’s stories memorized. The ghost of Mrs.
Abigail Blass waits in line to speak to Willie Lincoln, anxiously awaiting her
turn, and upon reaching him is seized “with a sudden case of stage-fright”
and is rendered speechless (Saunders 81). Even still, it does not matter because
Reverend Thomas knows exactly how her narrative begins. He prompts her,
“You have one thousand three hundred dollars in the First Bank, I believe?”
She responds, “Yes. Thank you Reverend. I have one thousand three hundred
dollars in the First Bank…” (81). This devotion to trauma leads to a preference
of acting out over working through as represented by the ghosts’ preference
for uncontrollable manifestations and hallucinations over moving on to the
next place (Adami 25).
The process of desacralization of trauma for the ghosts in the Bardo
begins with community. Initially, it seems the creation of a community is
the only step towards desacralization they have achieved, and it is not very
effective—many of the ghosts have been around each other for decades, and
yet still prioritize their own trauma. The community at the start of the book
is established on the sacralization of individual traumas. In an interview,
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author George Saunders described the community in the Bardo by saying,
“So who do we have in these bardo beings? We have a bunch of neurotic
beings who are self-obsessed, completely convinced they’re correct, prefer
their version to everyone else’s, and believe they’re at the center of the
universe” (Mcleod). The ghosts form less a community and more a group
of individuals simply existing next to each other. This is a community of
competition, not harmony. Each ghost competes for their trauma narrative to
be the one that is prioritized and listened to.
This competition of trauma is the direct result of the sacred pedestal each
ghost has created for their trauma. This competition is clearly observed when
each ghost clambers for a chance to recite their trauma to Willie Lincoln. As
each ghost yells their story at Willie, pandemonium ensues and Hans Vollman
makes the observation, “What did we want? We wanted the lad to see us I
think. We wanted his blessing. We wanted to know what this apparently
charmed being thought of our particular reasons for remaining” (Saunders
73). Each ghosts’ priority is being seen by others without any regard for
seeing anyone in return. Each ghost uses their own trauma narrative to
justify their actions. Saunders explained that the ghosts are “constantly
reinforcing who they are and why they’re justified in staying” (Mcleod). At
the beginning of the novel, this is the function of the community they have
built. Because they have all sacralized their trauma, the community serves to
provide justification for that choice.
Even so, the importance of community in working through trauma is
well documented. Psychologists, sociologists, and trauma theorists agree that
“facing the trauma with empathic others, and being ‘held’ by the presence of
those who offer recognition and encouragement appears to mitigate some of
the damaging effects of trauma” (Stroinska 267). So how does the graveyard
community become a help rather than a hindrance to the desacralization of
trauma?
The community is able to transform itself from a party of the helpless
into an encouraging environment for desacralization through the use of
empathic unsettlement. Empathic unsettlement is defined by LaCapra as
a “virtual not vicarious experience—that is to say, an experience in which
one puts oneself in the other’s position without taking the place of—or
speaking for—the other or becoming a surrogate victim who appropriates
the victim’s voice or suffering” (135). Often, empathy for trauma victims
finds itself wandering into the dangerous territory of “I know exactly
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how you feel,” even though they could never exactly know. Sometimes a
well-wisher seeks to take on the trauma of the victim to lighten the load,
consequently experiencing compassion fatigue or even secondary trauma
themselves. This type of empathy is mistakenly grounded in identification
and cannot produce the type of community and support that a trauma victim
needs. However, empathic unsettlement is an empathy constructed not by
personally identifying with the victim, but by “respect[ing] the otherness
of the other” (135). It is an empathy that requires both community and
a firm level of individual differentiation. Someone practicing empathic
unsettlement understands the traumatic event only as far as the victim has
explained it, while knowing no one but the victim understands how it felt
to live it. Empathic unsettlement distinguishes between the listener and the
victim while concurrently placing value in the victim’s story.
The graveyard community becomes invaluable to working through
trauma with the introduction of empathic unsettlement. It debuts when
Hans Vollman and Roger Bevins enter President Lincoln’s body together
in an effort to possess him and force him to walk back to Willie Lincoln’s
coffin. When they are joined together, it is as if they inhabit one another
completely—mind and body. They know what the other thinks and feels,
understand precisely what it is like to exist as each other. When they are
first joined, Bevins and Vollman fall into the trap of an empathy rife with
personal identification. Vollman describes Bevins’s suicide using first person
pronouns, as if it is Vollman’s own experience: “In my thrashing panic I have
upended a chair. The blood, channeled within the floorboard interstices,
pools against the margins of the next-room rug. I may yet be revived”
(Saunders 172). Likewise, Bevins experiences Vollman’s trauma as his own,
becoming a surrogate for Vollman’s desire for his wife: “As soon as tomorrow,
if I can only recover, I will have her. I will sell the shop. We will travel. In
many new cities, I will see her in dresses of many colors. Which will drop
to many floors” (172). However, this inability to differentiate between the
self and the trauma of another is not sustainable. Both Bevins and Vollman
are experiencing personal identification with the other’s trauma story rather
than the respectful differentiation that is found in empathic unsettlement.
Personal identification is an easier path to follow in the sacralization of
trauma, shown by Bevins and Vollman when they fall into attempting to
take the other’s trauma as their own almost immediately without any effort.
However, it has the opposite effect of empathic unsettlement. Personal
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identification does not create community; it still focuses on the self and
how the self can find a mirror to gaze into, that mirror being within another
person. However, as soon as Bevins and Vollman separate, their personal
identification fades and their understanding of each other forms into a much
more sustainable empathic unsettlement.
They no longer refer to each other as “I” but as “him,” and their
interactions are now based on understanding each other’s experiences as
different than their own. Because this difference is grounded in honesty
and respect for the other, their original goal of being seen is surpassed and
they can move on to truly seeing others. Hans Vollman exclaims, “I would
never fail to fully see him again: dear Mr. Bevins!” (Saunders 173). For the
first time, concern with something other than themselves and their personal
trauma narrative is experienced, something that the sacralization of trauma
expressly prevents. Thus, their concern for one another marks the beginning
of the desacralization process.
The healing effects of empathic unsettlement are increased as
the community grows—the more ghosts that participate in empathic
unsettlement, the greater its effects become. When several ghosts inhabit
President Lincoln together in an attempt to once again possess him and
force him to walk back to Willie’s coffin, all of them experience the stages
of empathic unsettlement that Vollman and Bevins did. Vollman describes
them all as being “expanded” (Saunders 253). The focus on their own
traumas is significantly decreased, and they are able to remember things
they had forgotten. Through their work on empathic unsettlement as a large
community, “all selfish concerns (of staying, preserving one’s strength) [are]
momentarily set aside” (254). They begin to remember the times they had
experienced meaningful community before they died, which highlighted
the loneliness of the graveyard. The Reverend wonders, “How had we
forgotten? All these happy occasions?” (255). The answer that Bevins gives:
“To stay, one must deeply and continuously dwell upon one’s primary
reason for staying; even to the exclusion of all else” (255). In this moment, the
community becomes collectively aware of how much power they have given
their trauma by sacralizing it, and how much they have lost by doing so.
Vollman realizes that to stay in the Bardo “one must be constantly
looking for opportunities to tell one’s story” (Saunders 255). Bevins remarks,
“But this had cost us, we now saw. We had forgotten so much, all else we
had been and known” (255). With empathic unsettlement, their eyes are
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opened to more than just their individual trauma—they saw the trauma of
others. They understood the memories that existed before trauma and the
possibilities that could have existed without it.
This working through and desacralization of trauma results in a
significant decrease in the ghost’s acting out. After the mass communal
empathic unsettlement event, the ghosts’ outlandish and uncontrollable
manifestations slowly disappear. Vollman appears “clad, his member shrunk
down to normal size” (Saunders 256). Bevins is “no longer a difficultto-look-at clustering of eyes, noses, hands, et al.—but a handsome young
man, of eager and pleasing countenance: two eyes, one nose, two hands,
ruddy cheeks, a beautiful head of black hair” (256-57). When community
is centered on listening to and seeing others rather than selfishly being
seen and justified in one’s own actions, its healing effects are initiated. This
process of desacralization does not stop with a decentering of self and a
decrease in acting out; it goes on to challenge the ghosts’ long held and long
rehearsed personal and sacralized trauma narratives. The connection and
respect spurred by empathic unsettlement creates an honest account of their
ghostly neighbors’ traumatic experiences—an honesty much deeper than
anything allowed by each ghost’s sacralized narrative of himself/herself.
Even while they cannot face their own trauma, the empathic unsettlement
leads to other ghosts who can very clearly see what the other hides from.
While an individual ghost does not have the strength to face his own trauma,
his neighbor sees it for what it is and holds up the mirror for him.
When Vollman tries to deny the truth of his own death after the empathic
unsettlement he experienced with Bevins and the other ghosts, Bevins says
to him, “Friend… Enough. Let us speak honestly. I am remembering many
things. And I suspect that you are too” (Saunders 327). Bevins then describes
an incident many years in the past: Vollman’s wife came to visit his grave,
and she explained that she had remarried and would be buried with her new
husband. She called Vollman “a true friend” and wished him peace wherever
he was (327). In an effort to remain in the Bardo with hopes of returning to
his wife, Vollman had banished this event from his awareness. But Bevins,
because of the connection empathic unsettlement created, is able to give
Vollman the honesty he cannot give himself. The empathic unsettlement and
radical honesty they give to each other leads to the next step each needs in
order to truly desacralize and work through their trauma—an acceptance of
death.
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This acceptance of death is two-fold: first, accepting the death of the
person that existed before the trauma and second, accepting the death of
the person created during its sacralization. The acceptance of the first death
(the death of the individual that existed before the trauma) is examined
in various trauma studies regarding which aspects of personal narratives
are most helpful for trauma victims. These studies show that healthy
trauma narratives must be “conceptualized as having a before and after
organization… The old life was destroyed and a new one was being built”
(Stroinska 267). Accepting the destruction of the previous self and previous
life is key to working through trauma as it creates “a coherent life narrative
that introduces order into a chaotic experience” and helps reduce the amount
and intensity of acting out (267).
When Bevins forces Vollman to honestly acknowledge his past and
the memory of his wife visiting his grave, Vollman responds to Bevins by
saying, “You… You cut your wrists and bled to death on your kitchen floor”
(Saunders 328). In the face of his friend’s honesty, Bevins no longer has the
strength to deny it—he replies, “Yes… Yes I did. Many years ago, [Vollman]
said. So many years ago, I said” (328). A combination of community and
empathic unsettlement finally leads both Vollman and Bevins to accept that
they are in fact dead and can never return to who they once were. Their old
life is gone—neither their past self nor their past life can ever be recovered.
The sacralization of their trauma is nearly completely destroyed as all the
goals that sacralization created—the desire to be seen rather than to see, to
be important and unique, and to return to their previous state—crumble
entirely. Their trauma is no longer fragmentary as they deny less and less
of it, and take more of it off the pedestal and place it into an honest and
knowable narrative. As the ghosts accept that their past selves are dead, it
allows them to put words to the experience they never dared describe, and
the previously sacralized trauma of their deaths holds less power over them
and their behavior.
When a person manages to accept the death of the old self but then
creates a new self with their trauma at the focal point of their identity, it
marks an incomplete desacralization. As such, some ghosts complete the
steps of desacralization only partially in the Bardo. Reverend Everly Thomas
is one such ghost. In fact, it is largely the Reverend who convinces the other
ghosts to place their trauma on a pedestal, something to constantly and
vigorously refer to, because he does not want anyone to move on to the next
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place. He wants the other ghosts to stay in the Bardo with him. He creates
this community and even completes the first step of acceptance. He states, “I
know very well what I am. Am not ‘sick,’ not ‘lying on a kitchen floor,’ not
‘being healed via sick-box,’ not ‘waiting to be revived.’ No… I knew very well
what I was. I was dead” (Saunders 187). He accepts the death of the person
that existed before the trauma and knows he has been irreparably changed.
However, his community lacks empathic unsettlement, and consequently his
trauma narrative is centered around dishonesty and selfishness, of wanting
to be seen rather than see, gravitating him to the center of the universe. He
has sacralized his trauma, made it his basis for all decisions concerning the
creation of his new self.
What is the trauma that Reverend Thomas centers so poignantly? When
he died, he experienced the judgment of his life and soul. That judgment did
not work in his favor. When his thoughts, desires, and deeds were measured
by angels on the steps leading to heaven or hell, one side of the scale was
found wanting. Afraid of eternal damnation, the Reverend “turned and
ran” (Saunders 193). He returned to the Bardo for he could not understand
why he was damned, could not make heads or tails of it. The mystery was
unchangeable, indescribable, and all-powerful. From thenceforth, every
action he made was done with that fate, this singular traumatic experience,
in mind. He exclaims, “For any of us here, it is too late for any alteration of
course. All is done” (193). He becomes loyal to that belief and loyal to its place
as the most important thing in the Bardo-life he now lives. The sacralization
of his trauma is secure.
The Reverend does not experience the healing effects of desacralization
until he participates in empathic unsettlement with the other ghosts in
their attempt to possess President Lincoln. As a result, his manifestations
and acting out fade away—he no longer looks perpetually terrified, and
finally possesses a normal expression (Saunders 257). Following empathic
unsettlement and the previous acceptance of his death, he now begins to
deprioritize and thus desacralize his own trauma. However, he is never able
to complete the last step: the acceptance of the death of who this sacralization
created. Thus, his transition to the next state is less than pleasurable.
The Reverend can serve as a case study for the harmful effects that an
incomplete healing process can have. Foreshadowing the consequences of
our own culture’s sacralization of trauma, Lincoln in the Bardo shows that
when one creates a community for the purpose of justifying the sacralization
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of one’s own trauma, that community is deeply hurt. Several ghosts stay
in the graveyard only because of the Reverend’s urging—several ghosts are
haunted by hallucinations and manifestations of their own trauma longer
than was needed, several ghosts are taught how to sacralize their own trauma
by his example when they might not have otherwise. Being a trauma victim
does not exclude one from being a perpetrator of it.
Even when the Reverend is finally able to move on and leave the Bardo, it
is not under the peaceful circumstances that other ghosts experience. Demons
rise up from the ground to trap him forever and his fear overcomes him. He
leaves the Bardo just as afraid as when he entered it. The expression of fear
that the process of empathic unsettlement banished had returned. He did not
complete the last step of desacralization before passing on, and consequently
took the fear he created with him to that next place (Saunders 275).
This leads the narrative to the second acceptance of death and the final
step Lincoln in the Bardo provides for desacralizing trauma: an acceptance
of the death of the person that the sacralization of trauma created. The ghost
of Reverend Everly Thomas is never able to cast off this person—he enters
the Bardo with fear, embodies it as his entire reason for existence, and exits
the Bardo still attached to that fear. The ghost of Litzie Wright, however, is
able to accept this second death.
Litzie Wright is a slave girl who has been unable to speak for the majority
of the novel. The trauma she experienced in life was so great that she is
simply unable to speak at all in the Bardo. Her trauma in both imagination
and reality is so overwhelming that she cannot use words in any way. When
Willie Lincoln announces to all the ghosts that they are dead, Lizzie accepts
this. When her friend, Mrs. Francis Hodge, asks if she would like to stay
or go, Litzie speaks her first words in the Bardo: “I’ll do what you do Mrs.
Hodge, Litzie said. You always been like a mother to me” (Saunders 314).
Litzie is not only able to accept the death of who she once was, she also casts
off the muted version of herself that the prioritization of her trauma in the
Bardo created. Thus, she is able to embrace the new community and embrace
her death, and together Litzie Wright and Mrs. Francis Hodge peacefully
pass on to that next place (314).
Bevins and Vollman also experience a more conscious and grounded
transition due to their ability to accept the deaths of the people their
sacralization of traumas made them out to be. They are not afraid. Rather,
they end the journey the way they started it. “Shall we? Mr. Bevins said. Shall
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we go together?” (Saunders 328). Hans Vollman replies, “Yes, all right . . . Let
us go. Together” (329). So together they leave behind their manifestations
and hallucinations, leave behind their sacralization of trauma, and move on
to that next place.
Working through trauma is not a linear process; it often takes a great deal
of time. Some ghosts were in the graveyard-Bardo for decades before moving
on. As the ghosts grappled with desacralization, they were able to move
from a liminal existence, one that remained in the gaps of life rife with the
uncontrollable repetition of past trauma and pain, and onto the next stage of
existence—whatever that may be. Often, life after trauma is unimaginable,
and a person can never truly know it until their arrival to that place. All
we know for certain is that remaining in limbo—in a Bardo created by the
sacralization of our trauma—only leads to living nightmares. We must push
through the liminal spaces and the ghostly versions of ourselves that trauma
creates.
In his poem “A Servant to Servants,” Robert Frost puts it this way:
He says the best way out is always through.
And I agree to that, or in so far

As that I can see no way out but through–
Leastways for me. (Frost)

The sacralization of trauma will not lessen its effects or make it easier to
deal with. A culture that obsesses over trauma narratives and holds them
on a sacred pedestal cannot produce healing. Once trauma has been
experienced, there is no getting around it, there is no going back–there is
only working through. The only way out is through—through the acting
out, through the liminal spaces and Bardos, through the desacralization
and chaos that accompanies it, all accomplished with the help of an honest
community, empathic unsettlement, and an resolute acceptance of the deaths
of potentially many versions of ourselves. George Saunders’ Lincoln in the
Bardo offers a breath of fresh air through it’s portrayal of working through
trauma via desacralization—a concept and method that media and literary
trends would be wise to emulate.
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Marriage and
Relationships in Art
Spiegelman’s Maus
The Erasure of the Female Perspective
Gretchen Picklesimer Kinney

In

his graphic novel, Maus, Art Spiegelman

does not shy away from honestly portraying real life relationships that have
been impacted by the Holocaust. While there has been considerable literary
criticism about Vladek’s relationship with his son, there is very little literary

criticism focused on Vladek’s romantic relationships with Lucia, Anja, and
Mala. Focusing on these three women brings their often-forgotten stories to
center stage.

The erasure of women’s perspectives on the Holocaust is not a new

phenomenon. For decades, “the memory of the Holocaust” was “confined

largely to experiences, perceptions, and theoretical frameworks of men”

(Mushaben 149). Maus is no exception to this trend. Everything is told
through either Vladek’s or Art’s eyes; the reader never sees through a female
perspective. In fact, of these three women, Mala is the only one whose voice

we hear directly. For Lucia and Anja, we only hear their stories through
Vladek’s voice, so we rely almost entirely on his perspective to understand
their characteristics and their relationships with Vladek.

Criterion

In
spite
of
its
male-centered
perspective,
Maus
“selfconsciously . . . critique[s] the absence of female voices” from Holocaust
stories (Duffy 140). While Maus only gives a male perspective on the
Holocaust, it engages with the absence of Anja’s story in a way that is very
self-aware. In MetaMaus, Spiegelman says that Anja’s story is “possibly,
arguably the one [he] would have told if all else were equal in an alternate
universe” (20). In Maus itself, the character Art laments the loss of his
mother’s story that could have given “the book some balance” because
she “was more sensitive” than Vladek (134). Spiegelman recognizes that,
without a female perspective, his story is naturally unbalanced. However,
since Anja’s story is lost forever and only fragments remain, we can only
see her—and the other two women—through Vladek’s often biased eyes.
Vladek is the character the reader gets to know the most throughout
the novel. At times he is noble, brave, and protective, and at other times he
is domineering, controlling, and demanding. He both “elicits and denies
sympathy” from the reader (Smith 206) and complicates the idea of “the
perfect [Holocaust] victim” who is “one-dimensional, innocent, heroic, and
morally pure” (197). Spiegelman shows Vladek’s heroic moments as well as
his shortcomings, and he consciously avoids idealizing his father, even when
he worries that he is playing into anti-Semitic stereotypes by portraying his
father as a “miserly old Jew” (Maus 133). Vladek’s motivations are sometimes
pure, sometimes selfish. I will analyze how three of Vladek’s character
traits—his focus on money, his desire to control and protect, and his love
of independence—create an imbalance of power in his relationships. Both
when he is in relationships with all three women, and when he tells their
stories, Vladek ignores their perspectives, making them one-dimensional.
To begin, I will examine how Vladek’s focus on money impacts his
relationships. When we examine Vladek’s relationships with Lucia and
Anja, we see how money influences his choice of wife. While dating Lucia,
Vladek is not very invested in their relationship and he makes it clear that
he has no plans to marry her. Lucia comes from a “nice” family, but they
have “no money, not even for a dowry” (17). Although Lucia is a beautiful
woman from a good family, she does not have the money or social standing
to make it worthwhile for Vladek to marry her. At this point, Lucia and
Vladek’s relationship is already doomed to failure: while Vladek is content
to mess around with Lucia, he does not see a future with her. Vladek defines
Lucia’s worth purely based on her monetary value. From the beginning, this
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relationship is imbalanced: Vladek, who knows that Lucia’s family is too
poor to provide a dowry, mostly dates Lucia out of convenience. As soon
as he meets Anja, someone he likes better who comes from a wealthy and
respectable family, he is no longer interested in his relationship with Lucia.
In contrast, Vladek is a lot more invested in his relationship with Anja for
reasons that have nothing to do with money—or so he says. When Vladek
talks about Anja, he focuses on her intelligence and sensitivity (Maus 20).
Although he acknowledges her family’s wealth, he does not cite this as the
reason he leaves Lucia for Anja. When Lucia sends an anonymous letter to
Anja claiming that Vladek is just marrying her for money, Vladek vehemently
denies Lucia’s accusations (24). In Vladek’s mind, Lucia is just the jealous
ex-girlfriend who is trying to ruin his new relationship by spreading lies.
However, it would be unwise for us to dismiss Lucia’s perspective like
Vladek does. We are left to question Vladek’s motivations for marrying
Anja. Is he really marrying her for her sensitivity and intelligence? Or is he
just in love with her money? Throughout Maus, Vladek shows himself to
be very careful with his money, always scrimping and saving, so it would
be foolish to think that he is not well aware of the monetary benefits that
would come from marrying Anja. In Emily Budick’s “Forced Confessions,”
she argues that Vladek is portrayed as “opportunistic and exploitative” and
his “choice to marry Anja . . . is to some significant degree motivated by her
father’s money” (382). Clearly, no matter what Vladek claims, Anja’s money
is a strong motivation for him to continue the relationship.
While Vladek’s focus on money in his relationships may seem mercenary,
it reflects common perspectives on marriage from his culture and time
period. In Sarah Wobick-Segev’s essay on Jewish marriage advertisements,
she examines what qualities Jewish men and women looked for in potential
spouses both before and after the Holocaust. Before the Holocaust, “women
[were to be] beautiful, (often) thin, and from good families” (45); however,
“the central determining factor for arranging matches” was “social class”
and “the bride’s dowry” (40). Instead of being greedy, Vladek may just be
acting pragmatically when he chooses to marry Anja. He knows that her
family will continue to support them after their marriage, so he and Anja
will not have to worry about money. In contrast to a marriage with Lucia,
where they would receive no financial support, marriage to Anja guarantees
(so Vladek thinks) his family’s safety and security for years to come. In
addition, Anja checks all of the other boxes for the perfect Jewish wife: aside
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from her valuable personal virtues—“education, intelligence, and practical
skills (including languages)”—marriage to her comes with many “potential
business opportunities” (45). Anja has all of the qualities that Lucia does not:
wealth, social class, and education, which makes it clear why Vladek chooses
Anja over Lucia.
Unlike with Anja and Lucia, we do not know much about Mala’s wealth
or social class, and it seems unlikely that Vladek married her for any direct
monetary benefit. However, money is a frequent source of arguments
and tension in their contentious relationship. Vladek believes that Mala
“only . . . talks about money” and his “will” and that she is always trying to
take his money (Maus 69). Vladek limits Mala’s personality by saying that
money is the only thing she cares about. In contrast, Mala feels that Vladek
is cheap and miserly, even saying that “it causes [Vladek] physical pain to
part with even a nickel” (133). Vladek brushes aside Mala’s concerns about
money and refuses to acknowledge her perspective. He believes he is being
thrifty whereas Mala thinks he is being miserly.
In Vladek’s relationships with Anja and Mala, he uses money as a form
of control. Vladek severely limits Mala’s spending by only giving her $50 a
month. If Mala wants to buy something for herself, she has to use her own
savings (132). He uses money to control Mala’s actions and to keep her
financially dependent on him. Because Vladek controls the money, he holds
the power, which makes their relationship imbalanced. Vladek just wants to
protect his own monetary interests, and to do so he silences Mala’s opinions.
Vladek uses money to control Anja in a similar way. In Maus, Vladek
does not mention whether he controls Anja’s spending like he controls
Mala’s, but in MetaMaus, interviews with Anja’s friends suggest that Vladek
does control Anja’s spending (at least to some extent). For example, when
Anja goes on vacation without Vladek, Vladek gives Anja’s money for the
trip to someone else to manage, and he has all the money Anja should spend
“figured out to the penny” (MetaMaus 288). Vladek does not allow Anja to
manage her own money, either because he thinks she is incapable or because
he does not trust her. We do not know whether this control leads to tension
between Vladek and Anja like it does with Vladek and Mala, but it does
show how Vladek limits Anja’s autonomy over her own spending.
In addition to using money as a form of control, Vladek controls
Mala and Anja in other ways that marginalize their perspectives and give
power to Vladek. (There is not enough information about his relationship
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with Lucia to speculate whether or not Vladek is controlling.) We first see
evidence of Vladek’s controlling nature in his relationship with Anja. For
example, when he visits Anja’s house, he goes through her closet “to see
what a housekeeper [Anja is],” (Maus 21). Vladek wants to ensure that Anja
organizes her personal items in a way that Vladek likes. A “woman’s ability
to run a household” was also a very desirable trait for a future Jewish wife
(Wobick-Segev 41), so maybe it is natural for Vladek to ensure that his future
wife will be able to keep a good house. However, it also shows Vladek’s
tendency to be controlling and demanding—he has a particular way he likes
things arranged and can be unwilling to compromise. Vladek expects his
wife to clean and organize things exactly the way he likes.
Vladek’s controlling behavior also raises questions about his motivations
for dating Anja. When he goes through Anja’s closet, he finds bottles of
pills. He writes down the names of the medicines because “if she was sick,
then what did [Vladek] need [Anja] for?” (Maus 21). Here, the reader has
to wonder: Is Vladek really dating Anja because he loves her, or would he
leave her if he finds out she’s sick? Is he just waiting to move on to the next
best thing like he did with Lucia? Similar to his relationship with Lucia,
Vladek continually weighs the positives and negatives of his relationship
with Anja, causing him to hesitate when he learns she takes medicine. When
Vladek asks his pharmacist friend about the pills, his friend says the pills
are just because Anja is so “skinny and nervous” (Maus 21). This illustrates
how Vladek casually ignores Anja’s perspective. Instead of talking about his
concerns with Anja directly, Vladek goes to an outside source to learn about
Anja’s experiences.
Another example of Vladek’s controlling nature occurs when Vladek
discovers that Anja has been secretly translating communist documents
into German. After he realizes Anja has been hiding things from him, he is
“ready to break off the marriage” and tells Anja that “if [she] wants [him]
[she] has to go [his] way” (31). Vladek has a way that he wants things done,
and if anything goes against his system, he doesn’t like it. He is unwilling
to consider Anja’s perspective and automatically assumes that he knows
better. Vladek likes being in control: ultimately, he holds the power in his
relationships, and he has the final word.
When Art comes to visit his father for the first time in several years,
Vladek gets upset with Mala for giving Art a wire hanger instead of a wooden
hanger for his coat (13). Nothing Mala does is good enough for Vladek; he
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always finds some problem to nitpick and complain about, which creates an
unhealthy imbalance in their marriage and makes their relationship more
like employer and employee instead of husband and wife. At one point,
Mala complains to Art that Vladek treats her like his “maid” but “worse”
because Vladek does not pay her or give her days off (282). She feels like
she is at Vladek’s “constant beck and call” (126). Vladek expects Mala to do
everything exactly the way he wants, and he gets upset if things aren’t done
his way. He never considers his actions or words from Mala’s perspective,
so he never understands why what he does is hurtful. Vladek holds all the
power in this relationship, and he uses money and his constant demands to
keep Mala dependent on him.
Another way Vladek controls Mala is by comparing her to his perfect
image of Anja. Vladek constantly talks about Anja, wishing she were still
alive and “thinking always about her” (106). Vladek’s focus on his deceased
wife upsets Mala, who always feels like she is in second place. Mala says that
Vladek “keep[s] photos of [Anja] all around [his] desk . . . like a shrine” while
he has only one photo of Mala (106). In Vladek’s mind, his marriage to Anja
was perfect, and nothing else will ever be able to compare to it although, in
reality, their marriage was not free from disagreements or difficulties. The
ideal Anja that Vladek imagines is not the real Anja. According to Hamida
Bosmajian, “Vladek denies Anja self-definition, except as he shapes his
memory of her” (8). Because Anja is dead, Vladek has the power to reshape
her memory and personality however he chooses. This inaccurate idolization
of Anja hurts Mala because there is now a perfect example that Vladek can
compare everything she does wrong to. No matter how hard Mala tries, she
can never live up to Vladek’s memories of Anja. This harmful comparison
creates another imbalance of power in their relationship and erases Mala’s
true personality.
Although Vladek’s controlling personality causes an imbalance of power
in his relationships with both Anja and Mala, it does seem like he genuinely
cares about Anja and values her happiness. His relationship with Anja is the
only place where we see Vladek’s protective side. Budick argues that, despite
Vladek’s controlling and self-protective tendencies, we have to credit Vladek
“with a certain sense of decorum and protectiveness concerning his wife”
(384). For example, when Anja experiences severe postpartum depression
following the birth of their son, Vladek willingly accompanies her to the
sanatorium, even leaving his new factory behind to help her (Maus 33).
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Vladek’s willingness to leave his new factory to be with Anja shows that
he values Anja over his mercenary interests; while money is important to
Vladek, his love for Anja is even more important.
Vladek also demonstrates his genuine love for Anja by comforting and
emotionally supporting her. At the sanatorium, Vladek says that he would
“always [help] calm her down” and when he would tell stories, she would
be “laughing and so happy” and kiss him (36–37). Vladek’s love and support
is essential for Anja’s recovery. Dr. Amy Wenzel, an expert in postpartum
depression, says that “a positive social support system is crucial for a woman
who is recovering from any form of perinatal [before and after birth] distress”
(Starr 92). This “emotional support” comes in the form of “a person . . . who
[is] truly there for her, providing her with warmth, care, and validation” (92).
Clearly, Vladek provides the emotional support that Anja desperately needs
following the birth of their first child, allowing her to make a full recovery.
While Vladek is a miserly and controlling man, he is also a doting and
attentive husband.
Later, when Anja and Vladek have to hide or risk being captured,
Vladek shows his care as he continues to venture outside and find food and
shelter for Anja and himself. For example, one time when they are hiding
in a cellar and feel rodents running over their feet, Vladek tells Anja they
are mice instead of rats because he “wanted Anja to feel more easy” (Maus
149). Vladek does everything he can for Anja’s comfort and security. Renya
Ostry, a woman who was with Anja in the camps, says that Vladek “fathered
Anja” and “always protected her” by bringing her food (MetaMaus 279).
She is no longer the wealthy heiress she once was, but Vladek still loves,
values, and helps her. Vladek is with Anja for more than just the money; he is
with her because he loves her. Perhaps Vladek’s perspective is different now
that Anja is dead, but based on his stories and the way he talks about Anja,
he truly loves and cares for her. Although Vladek’s controlling nature and
Anja’s dependence on him does create an imbalance in their relationship, his
protectiveness towards Anja decreases this imbalance.
Vladek’s desire to protect is closely linked to his need to be independent.
Vladek is accustomed to having women depend on him while he remains
independent. When he describes Lucia’s personality, he characterizes her
primarily by her dependence and her desire to be with him, ignoring her
other traits. When Vladek dates Lucia, she continually follows him around
wherever he goes (Maus 16). Lucia keeps “insisting” that Vladek “show her
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[his apartment]” and eventually they have a sexual relationship that lasts
several years (16). Although Lucia pressures Vladek, she is not the one in
control of the relationship. By remaining indifferent and independent,
Vladek is the real person calling the shots. When Vladek tells Lucia that
he is seeing someone else, Lucia “[falls] on the floor and [holds] strong” to
Vladek’s leg, trying to get him to stay with her (22). However, Vladek turns
away from Lucia and has no regrets about leaving her. From the beginning,
Lucia is obsessed with holding onto Vladek and cannot imagine him being
with someone else. The more indifferent Vladek acts, the more involved and
invested in the relationship Lucia becomes.
However, considering Lucia’s motivations and aspirations allows us to

speculate about why she so desperately pursues Vladek. Perhaps, Lucia sees
in Vladek an opportunity for her to escape from her poorer upbringing by

making a favorable match. After all, “the ideal husband’s worth was based

on his socioeconomic potential” (Wobick-Segev 41), and Vladek is a savvy
businessman. Instead of viewing Lucia as clingy, we can view her desire to

marry Vladek in the same way that we view Vladek’s choice to marry Anja:
motivated by a pragmatic concern to have a financially secure marriage.
Unfortunately, we can only guess at Lucia’s true motivations for pursuing

Vladek. Vladek’s story limits her role to the jealous and clingy ex-girlfriend,
and her true thoughts are hidden forever. In this relationship, all we know
for sure is that Lucia cares too much, and Vladek cares too little. Vladek has
no patience with Lucia’s dependence.

Vladek portrays Anja as being similarly dependent, although not to

the same extent as Lucia.. His perspective of a dependent Anja is partly
supported by their different experiences in the camps. While Vladek remains
“self-sufficient,” Anja “creat[es] a fabric of interdependent people who [help]
each other” (MetaMaus 21). For instance, when Vladek gives Anja bread, she

“shares it with her friends as if she isn’t hungry” which makes her friends

“protective of her” (21). Anja sharing her food with her friends reflects the
experience of many women during the Holocaust. Outside the camps, women
were “more likely to share their rations with children,” and inside the camps,

“their ability to sustain themselves with less often led more to outlive men”

(Mushaben 156). Although Anja is never completely independent in the way
that Vladek is, her survival strategy is no less viable than Vladek’s. Relying
on others to survive in no way makes her weaker than Vladek.
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Despite this, Vladek takes Anja’s tendency to work with others and sees
it as a crippling dependence that means she needs Vladek to survive. From
the beginning of his story, Vladek presents Anja as “far more intellectual,
impressionable, and neurotic than the down-to-earth Vladek” (Gonshak 4).
While Vladek admires Anja’s intellect, it’s clear he thinks she is fragile and
dependent on him. Vladek views himself as Anja’s knight in shining armor,
her savior and rescuer, and Anja has no other role in Vladek’s stories. He
portrays Anja as “his charge, vaguely helpless, dangerously weak, and in
constant need of his care and protection” (Elmwood 709). Vladek refuses
to give us a different perspective of Anja. We can only see Anja through
Vladek’s eyes, and in his memory, she is completely dependent on Vladek.
However, it is hard to reconcile the woman who secretly translated

communist documents and survived Auschwitz with the helpless damsel-indistress that Vladek lovingly describes. From Vladek, “we hear no examples

of [Anja’s] capacity for survival or psychological endurance,” and, because

Vladek burned her diaries, we do not even have “a first-person account of
her own frailty” (Elmwood 709). Vladek can create in his mind a “perfect”

Anja who always needs him and is always dependent on his support. From
Vladek’s depiction of Anja, we learn “more about Vladek as a person” than
“about Anja’s consciousness and perspective” (712). We learn about Vladek’s

proud independence and his ingenuity, but Anja’s character begins and ends

with her dependence on Vladek. We have only Vladek’s memory to paint a
picture of her character and their relationship, and this makes it impossible
to know to what extent Anja is truly dependent on Vladek.

Unlike Vladek’s memories of Lucia and Anja, Mala stubbornly refuses

to be needy and dependent on Vladek. Perhaps one reason that Mala and

Vladek’s relationship is doomed to contention and rancor is that Mala
refuses to become the weak and frail wife that Vladek holds in his memory.

In fact, it is Vladek who becomes the dependent one in his relationship.

Unlike Lucia, who begs Vladek to stay with her, and Anja, who depends
on Vladek for support, Mala proves that she can live without Vladek. Sick
of Vladek’s constant demands, Mala leaves Vladek, and Vladek is left

“alone” as a “sick man” (Maus 177). While Vladek’s stories of Lucia and

Anja show his independence and their dependence, Mala’s leaving shows
her independence and Vladek’s dependence. After Mala breaks away from
Vladek’s control, he has no more power over her.
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When Vladek has a heart attack, he realizes he can no longer be entirely
independent. He needs Mala to help him, but dependence does not suit
Vladek. He is accustomed to being the caregiver in the relationship, but now
he needs to be taken care of. Even though Vladek has “saved . . . for [his] old
age” he is “so weak with [his] heart and [his] diabetes” that he “can’t live
anymore alone” (262). For so long, Vladek has saved every penny so he could
remain independent, but ultimately he realizes that he still needs someone
else. Instead of being his wife’s protective hero, he needs the wife he hates to
take care of him and nurture him. Much to Vladek’s chagrin, Mala demands
a large sum of money before she will return, effectively loosening Vladek’s
financial hold over her (262). However, instead of giving Mala more power
in the relationship, Mala’s new status as full-time caregiver makes Mala feel
more “trapped” because Vladek is “confused and dependent” but “just as
difficult as ever” (282). Although she is financially independent, Mala is still
stuck taking care of an ungrateful husband who ignores her feelings and
perspective.
Maus does an exceptional job of portraying real life and real relationships
with all of their intricacies and complexities. All three of Vladek’s romantic
relationships reveal his controlling personality and his desire to be
independent, but only his relationship with Anja shows his desire to protect
and rescue. However, our interpretation of these relationships is heavily
skewed by the male perspective. Even Mala, the only woman who exists
outside of Vladek’s memories, has to tell her story through Art. Similar to
the way the male perspective erased women’s stories and experiences of the
Holocaust, Vladek’s perspective erases the true personalities and motivations
of Lucia, Anja, and Mala. Even when this erasure is done lovingly (for
example, to preserve a perfect image of Anja forever), it harms the women
by denying them the power to tell their own stories. Addressing the missing
female perspective in Maus helps us recognize the gaps in Vladek’s story as
well as the gaps in the female experience of the Holocaust. The current lack
of literary criticism about the women in Maus shows how we continue to
ignore and set aside women’s experiences. However, these women’s stories
provide a window into different perspectives and experiences. Examining the
erased or ignored female experience brings a new perspective to Holocaust
literature. Without these perspectives, our version of history will always be
lopsided.
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Character FIRST
Defining and Methodizing Character Depth
Jeff Mason

For many poets, writers, English majors, and

moviegoers, our first experience of mathematics entering the English
classroom came from the 1989 movie, Dead Poets Society. In one of the
movie’s most famous scenes, a prep school English class reads aloud the
introduction of a poetry textbook. The section introduces the Pritchard
Scale, which asserts that a poem’s greatness can be measured by graphing
its perfection (artistic ability) and its importance (the impact of its meaning)
and then calculating the area of the graph. This gives us a simple formula
for understanding poetry, P×I=G—“Excrement,” as the teacher refers to this
equation. “We’re not laying pipe. We’re talking about poetry” (Dead Poets
Society). In one sense, presenting mathematics in the English classroom as
“PIG Theory” makes sense. This ineffective equation is a classic example
of a model overstepping its boundaries. But bashing this equation is more
harmful than good. Tearing this introduction out of the book suggests that
mathematics has no place at all in the English classroom. I challenge this
idea. To those who were taught to label the Pritchard Scale as meaningless, I
ask this: Isn’t a poem’s greatness correlated with its technical perfection and
its thematic importance, even if those values are subjective? I would assert
that the Pritchard Scale is far from correct, but not entirely wrong either. It
fails because of Pritchard’s assertion that this is how all poetry must be read,
not due to its attempt to better understand poetry through a mathematical
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lens. Pritchard’s Scale uses a mathematical formula to show the correlation
between a poem’s perfection, importance, and greatness, though it does so at
the cost of being incredibly rudimentary, and therefore suffers in its accuracy.
As statistician George Box famously stated, “All models are wrong, but some
are useful” (Clear).
Literary critics, English majors, teachers, and avid readers alike may be
hesitant to embrace the application of mathematics in literature. I assert that
the connections are already there. Mark Danielewski, author of House of
Leaves and Only Revolutions, supports this notion when he says, “Writing
is something that’s innate . . . [T]he way a mathematician can reach the end
of the universe without traveling there using the language of numbers,
there’s a way to reach the ends of the heart and the soul by using words”
(“Mark Z. Danielewski”). I would argue that because storytelling is made
up of innate methods and techniques, which are not created so much as they
are discovered, refusing to apply mathematics to them ignores a deeper
understanding inherent in these topics. Exactly how mathematics can
be applied to storytelling has yet to be fully understood, but this paper is
written as a contribution.
In this essay, I seek to advance the understanding of character depth
in readers of all proficiencies and professions: literary theorists, movie
critics, avid readers, and English educators alike. I do this by discovering
a hierarchy of importance inherent within character depth and assigning
implicit levels of meaning to elements of a character’s history. I start by
exploring relevant theories of character depth, such as Baruch Hochman’s
Character in Literature and Joseph Campbell’s The Hero with a Thousand
Faces, and I will use these works to demonstrate that mathematical thinking
already exists within theories of character depth and must be expanded on.
Based on this, I present a sophisticated definition for character depth that
uses mathematical principles alluded to by previous authors and theorists.
With such a definition, I also create a method called Character FIRST, which
constructs a step-by-step process any reader can apply in their analyses
of characters. Finally, I demonstrate the effectiveness of such a method by
analyzing Drive, The Catcher in the Rye, and True Grit’s central characters
and comparing the themes this technique arrives at to that of other literary
criticism, validating the method by its ability to discover similar meanings.
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The Roots of Character
Depth

For a basic understanding of character depth, The Oxford Learner’s
Dictionary of English presents two definitions of the word “depth” that
make for a solid foundation. In reference to characters, depth is defined as
“qualities that give somebody/something extra character and make them/
it interesting.” In reference to knowledge, depth is “the quality of knowing
or understanding a lot of details about something; the ability to provide and
explain these details” (The Oxford Learner’s Dictionary). We understand
character depth in literature as a combination of these definitions. It is the
complex details and rationales of a character that make them interesting. This
is a good place to start, but this basic definition provides little insight into
what makes characters deep or how we can analyze characters for deeper
meanings.
Baruch Hochman’s book Character in Literature furthers our
understanding of character depth. Though he does not use mathematics
directly, he describes the analysis of character in mathematical terms.
Hochman writes:
[W]e register data, relatively “raw” data, involving human behavior.

Even at an early stage, such behavior falls into patterns, which we then check
against further data as they are provided to us . . . On the whole, however,

it is only late in the process of perception that we fully conceptualize our

sense of characters, or of people, and come to reflect on the dominance or
recessiveness of certain traits or on the relationship between one pattern of

traits and another . . . [T]he result of such reflection is a certain reductiveness;
we reduce characters . . . to what we take to be their essential meaning.
(40–41)

This paragraph alludes to a process of understanding character that involves
the mathematical collection and analysis of data. Notice also the line, “the
dominance or recessiveness of certain traits,” which implies a level of
importance being assigned to different types of character traits. In fact, the
word “depth” itself implies layers, suggesting a correlation between depth
and importance. Hochman elaborates on this when he says, “In reading
character in either life or literature, one moves from level to level, from
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surface to depth . . . In moving from level to level, we absorb information that
we can use to hypothesize the whole structure of a person’s development”
(Hochman 51). Character in Literature constantly references levels and
implies a hierarchy of meaning in the details of a character’s life. Hochman
presents fertile ground from which a process in reading character can sprout,
but he does not quantify this theory of character levels or explain what makes
certain traits “dominant” or “recessive.” Thus, to expand on Hochman’s
ideas, we require a way of assigning meaning to character traits.
Hochman’s theorizing of “levels” necessitates a model for understanding
character depth. When I say “model,” I refer to something like Joseph
Campbell’s monomyth. In his book, The Hero with a Thousand Faces,
Campbell asserts that any myth can be broken down into 17 steps by
which the hero’s journey progresses in a story. This journey, which he calls
the “monomyth,” can be summarized in a circular graph, along which the
hero progresses through each of Campbell’s 17 steps of the hero’s journey
(Campbell 210). Contemporary culture has taken the monomyth and applied
it not just to myths, but to stories in general. The model has not always
proven effective, even in myth, which Campbell lightly acknowledges. He
states, “Many tales isolate and greatly enlarge upon one or two of the typical
elements of the full cycle” and adds that it is inevitable that some stories
“defy description” since his goal is to chart every hero’s journey through
a story (212). The real use of a model like the monomyth is its insight into
stories as a whole. The monomyth notices traits of a hero’s journey that prove
insightful into understanding storytelling as a whole. For instance, Campbell
delves into the cyclical nature of the hero’s journey, noticing that most
stories start with the hero in a place of comfort in their common life, before
journeying into the “underworld,” the land of the unknown. They complete
the story by returning a changed person, back in the land of their comfort, but
a different character because of their journey (23). Though it is a very general
understanding of story, and similar to (though much more sophisticated
than) the Pritchard Scale for poetry, Campbell’s monomyth proves valuable
because of its recognition of tendencies and tropes within storytelling as
a whole. Therefore, it helps us to better understand what a hero’s journey
means to a story. Critics have pointed this out as well. In the article “Forget
the ‘Hero’s Journey’ and Consider the Heroine’s Quest Instead,” critic Laura
Miller defends the monomyth’s value by saying, “Furthermore, as Campbell
would argue, his hero’s journey is not an arbitrary storyline chosen to make
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a moral or political point, but a plot form so deeply embedded in many
cultures that we readily recognize and respond to it” (Miller).
Campbell’s model of the hero’s journey and Hochman’s theorizing of
character levels lay the foundation of this paper. Additionally, and perhaps
most essentially, this essay requires a mathematical lens in analyzing character
depth. Specifically, Hochman and Campbell have demonstrated the need for
a type of mathematics that measures one element’s influence on another, and
how it is influenced by other elements. That mathematical theory should
also be based on levels and should be able to recognize overall tendencies
based on these elements. This is why I have chosen to apply mathematical
derivatives to character depth.
Conceptually, a derivative measures the rate of change of the function it is
derived from. Basically, derivatives measure change. Imagine a function that
describes an object’s position. This function may be made up of many terms
that describe exactly where an object will be at any given point in time. But
those terms also make it very difficult to see how an object is changing—and
you want to see the deeper patterns in the object’s travel. Taking the derivative
of the object’s position function gives you its velocity—the rate at which the
object’s position is changing. This derivative is also a function, which means
it can be derived as well. Taking the derivative of the velocity function will
give you the acceleration function, which describes how the velocity of the
object is changing. Every time we take a derivative, we understand how the
object is changing positions on a deeper and deeper level. But, thinking of
the original position function as what’s called a polynomial (an expression
with multiple terms, some more powerful or influential to the function than
others), every time we take a derivative, the function also gets simpler—
some terms disappear while others get easier to understand.
What does this have to do with Hochman and Campbell? Derivatives
themselves have patterns that are insightful into depth in literature, and
their principles overlap with some of Hochman’s and Campbell’s principles.
Like Campbell’s studying of plots in myths and Hochman’s registering of
data to identify characters, derivatives take a lot of information (terms of
the polynomial) and condense that information into a general description.
The more derivatives we take, the more dense the information is—simpler,
but more powerful. In turn, this relates to Hochman’s classification of
information as dominant or recessive, as less important terms in the function
will be erased while more important terms will stay. We also see a hierarchy
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of levels—acceleration tells us more about an object’s patterns of change than
velocity does, while velocity is more insightful than the function for position
is by itself.
On top of all of this, derivatives teach us that in order to achieve a deeper
understanding of what we are analyzing, we need to have a lot of data, and
we need to derive levels of meaning one by one. When we start with the raw
data, as Hochman would put it, we can only understand depth by simplifying
what we know, one level at a time. Too little data and our conclusions will be
too simple. Too broad of conclusions too quickly will make those conclusions
inaccurate and easy to discredit.
Hochman and Campbell likely had little interest in this field of
mathematics, but derivatives correlate with their theories nonetheless.
Readers do not need a rigorous understanding of mathematical derivatives
to comprehend this paper’s next section, where I introduce my definition
and model for character depth. Rather, by studying derivatives, we can make
sense of what character depth truly is. More studies into the connections
between mathematics and character depth can be done outside of this paper,
but in the context of Hochman and Campbell’s work, we can glean from
derivatives a more grounded understanding of how to arrive at deeper
conclusions by building a hierarchy of levels out of the information we
gather. From this mathematical concept, along with Hochman’s theories on
character levels and Campbell’s modeling of character tendencies across
stories, I put forth my definition of character depth and a technique for its
discovery.

Character FIRST

I assert that character depth is a measure of a character’s internal logic within
the story to which can be attributed a large range of complex thoughts, actions,
histories and circumstances. Within this definition are several terms which
I will elaborate on. The first word of note is “measure,” which evokes the
mathematical principles this definition is founded on. We must measure
depth in order to show relativity of meaning, of logic, and of complexity.
Depth is a fundamentally hierarchical theory—remember Hochman’s
description of “the dominance or recessiveness of certain traits.” Secondly,
“internal” does not necessarily refer to the character’s mind. It also refers
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to the logic within the story, as a character can be deep not just for what
they convey on their own but for what they convey through the context of
the story. Finally, note the order of the final four terms, “thoughts, actions,
histories and circumstances.” This is a deliberate introduction of hierarchy
within the definition. Thoughts are more important than actions, which are
more important than histories, which are more important than a character’s
circumstances. All of these terms are less important than internal logic, the
highest level. The conglomerate of these levels of meaning and their internal
consistency is what we know as character depth.
Along with this definition comes a method of understanding character
depth. The definition lays down a structure composed of five separate layers
of meaning, starting at the most essential to the character with internal logic
and ending with circumstance. This approach for comprehension makes sense
in terms of a definition. A method, however, must come at character depth
in the opposite way. Hochman and familiarity with mathematical models
both show that we must start with the raw data, the very words of the text,
and then work our way deeper by deriving a more refined understanding of
character. Therefore, this method, which I call “Character FIRST,” starts at
the most mundane level.
With the Character FIRST process of analyzing character, we begin by
collecting the many basic facts of the character and their happenstance in
the story. Where does this character live? How old are they? Where do they
work or go to school? These details do not describe how a character acts or
thinks, though the accumulation of these details will show connections from
which the character can start to become recognizable. As Hochman puts it,
“we identify characters in literature in terms of qualities and of constellations
of qualities” (48). Recognizing these “constellations” allows us as analysts to
dive a level deeper.
From the many facts of a character’s existence in a story come those
insights from which we can infer traits about their internal logic. Note that
this level is not the character’s insights into other people and the world
around them. We are still not situated in the mind of the character. Rather, in
thinking about this level, we should ask ourselves what events and details
of this character’s existence are most linked to the character’s personality
and way of life. Do they have a missing parent? Were they close to someone
who died tragically? Have they ever been revered or successful in a certain
field? Notice this information helps us understand the character on a deeper
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level than facts, but it does so at the cost of objectivity. Having a missing
parent may affect one character greatly, while that may not be as important to
another. Likewise, different analysts may have differing opinions on which
events and details of a character’s life are most influential or insightful to
them. We will see this give-and-take of objectivity versus understanding
continue as the levels progressively get deeper into the character’s psyche
and meaning in the story. Meaning within a story is, after all, always up to
interpretation.
The third level of understanding character depth takes a step closer
to genuine character, focusing on the reactions of that character. How does
a character act? How do they react to certain situations? What does this
character tend to do? The actions or emotions that could be implied from the
character’s insights will appear here. For instance, a character insight may
be that they once had a nightmare and could not sleep the rest of the night,
while a reaction is that they have frequent, debilitating nightmares; they are
traumatized. Reactions are not a singular moment, like insights are. They
are a character’s tendency to act a certain way. Tendencies define characters
more than instances.
A character’s subjectivity makes up the fourth level of their depth. This
level enters into the mind of the character and explores how they see the
world, consciously and subconsciously. When analyzing this level, it can
be helpful to use the first person instead of third person. A character may
think, “I must restore my honor, no matter who or what stands in my way,”
or they may think, “Humans are not intelligent enough to be empathized
with.” Since we are in the mind of the character, this analysis can be very
subjective. Let’s say there are two analysts looking at one character. Basing
this fourth level of meaning off that character’s reactions, one analyst may
think a character’s subjectivity states, “Family is the most important thing,”
while another analyst may posit, “Power is the only way to stop suffering.”
Both can be true, and an analysis can certainly include both. But subjectivity
often reveals internal conflict, and assigning one as “dominant” may present
separate derivations of our fifth and final level of character depth.
On the previous level, we explored the deepest parts of the character’s
psyche. Therefore, looking at our character on the deepest level requires us
to leave our character’s mind and view them as part of a whole. We must
take a step back into the world of the narrative and judge how the text itself
views this character and their mindset. Doing so derives theme, the fifth and
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final level of character depth. This is the most subjective level of character,
but it is also the most powerful and the most philosophical. It requires our
greatest level of interpretation. For instance, a soldier may be the heart of
the group of protagonists and believe that “love conquers all; family cannot
be broken,” but if this character is brutally murdered in front of their family,
an interpretation of this character’s theme may be “love and family have no
place in war.” Continuing with the example subjectivities from the previous
paragraph, the theme of a power-hungry character who also values their
family above all else could be interpreted as “Family is all that keeps a person
sane,” or “Power can corrupt even the most righteous of people.” Notice that
the themes and the subjectivities of a character can be directly opposed to
each other, and that multiple subjectivities can contribute to one theme. This
is why it is vital that we as analysts begin with lots of first-level facts about
any given character, to ground the character in the language of the story and
prevent our analyses from becoming too speculative.
In review, we start with a character’s facts, then move a level deeper
to insights, then deeper to reactions, then subjectivity, and finally theme. This
process, Character FIRST, moves the reader through a hierarchy of meaning
to base all of their interpretations in layers of dense, thoroughly-structured
analysis. In addition to redefining how we view character depth, this method
allows audiences a concrete step-by-step guide to arriving at character
themes without ignoring the importance of subjectivity. This method, in
fact, refines our understanding of interpretation. It is a new perspective
on character depth that aligns with the way we’ve interpreted character
since the beginning of storytelling. In this method’s infancy, its measure of
accuracy has yet to be tested, but in the following section, I will demonstrate
the effectiveness of this method by using it on three works’ central characters
and interpreting their themes.

The Method in Action

In this section I will demonstrate Character FIRST’s ability to arrive at
meaningful interpretations similar to that of other secondary works of
criticism. I’ve chosen three stories’ central characters to analyze, and though
I do not have the space to present my entire interpretation, a summary of
each will demonstrate the themes each character creates in their story. The
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first two characters I will analyze come from stories that I am already familiar
with and have chosen due to the complexity of their central characters, while
the third character I analyze comes from a novel I had not read previously
or researched in any way prior to using Character FIRST to interpret it in
this paper. I begin this demonstration of the model’s effectiveness with a
movie, Drive, directed by Nicholas Winding Refn, in order to show some
of the more bare-bones properties of this method, as well as to display this
model’s effectiveness in other forms of storytelling beyond literature.
Surprisingly few facts are ever given about Drive’s protagonist. In fact,
this nameless character is referred to simply as “Driver” in the movie’s
credits. We do not know if this character has family, where he’s from, or what
he has done offscreen before the events of the plot. What we do get is his
occupation: He is a mechanic and a stunt driver. But the opening scene of
the movie tells us that he is also a getaway driver who doesn’t shy away
from illegal activities. As the driver says when offered a handshake by the
film’s antagonist, “My hands are a little dirty.” The villain, Bernie, replies,
“So are mine” (Drive). Throughout the movie, the audience comes to know
the driver, but only based on what he does and the violence he is surrounded
by. We also see the relationships he builds, which lead us to the next level.
The driver’s story becomes more than the typical “getaway driver” trope
when he builds a relationship with Irene and Benicio, the mother-son duo
down the hall from his new apartment. As the driver tells Irene, “You and
Benicio were the best thing that ever happened to me” (Drive). This detail
in itself is an insightful moment, as are the scenes where the driver robs a
pawn shop to get Benicio’s father out of trouble, and the scene where he
finds his friend Shannon’s body. But these scenes become more complicated
when paired with the scenes of the driver interrogating other criminals, all of
which involve the driver mentioning Benicio or his parents. Another insight
we get of his violence comes in the form of his jacket, which has a scorpion
on the back, implying violent tendencies. Lastly, we should also make note
of the moment in which the driver and Benicio are watching TV, and he asks
Benicio how he can tell a certain character is a bad guy. Benicio responds,
“Because he’s a shark.” The driver then asks, “There’s no good sharks?” and
becomes disheartened when Benicio says there aren’t (Drive).
These insights show a clear set of reactions. The driver is not opposed
to illegal activities, but he also will do anything (including murder, though
mostly in self-defense) to remove himself and those he cares about from
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crime rings. The movie’s events also demonstrate his compassion for honest
and caring people, like Benicio’s family. Despite rivaling Standard, Benicio’s
father, as a father figure, the driver goes out of his way to help Standard. But
the violence catches up with the driver, too, as shown in the scene where
he brutally murders a hitman in an elevator as Irene watches. The driver is
shown to be aware of his own relationship with violence, and he strives to be
a hero, though he questions his morality all along the way.
In terms of the driver’s subjectivity, he is a character in crisis. He questions
himself often. He doesn’t only wonder about whether or not he can “escape”;
more complexly, he questions the nature of morality. He asks himself: Is
morality a part of a person’s nature? Can sins be washed off as easily as
blood? Can I overcome my own flaws? The driver is in turmoil throughout
the movie, but what motivates him and what ultimately allows him to get
Benicio and Irene out of this situation safely is the one thing he is certain
of: Good people who don’t get their hands dirty deserve to be happy and
safe. The driver believes so firmly in this that he is willing to end the movie
by driving off into the night, sacrificing his chance at a life with Irene, but
keeping her and Benicio safe.
For theme, we must look at how the movie treats the driver and what he
stands for. In this regard, the movie doesn’t come to a solid answer. Rather,
this story is an exploration of complex moral dilemmas. It questions what it
means to be, as the background music says, “a real human being, and a real
hero” (Drive). Another theme that we can derive from this interpretation
relates to being “dirty” and the choice to do bad things. Noticing the way
blood and injuries seem to stick around, such as on Standard’s face and the
driver’s jacket, and pairing this with the driver’s overall goal to escape the
crime world, the movie questions the ability to move on from immorality.
Most of the characters involved in crime end up dead, and the driver survives
but sacrifices his chance at a family with Irene, so I would not disagree with
the interpretation that Drive demonstrates the corrupting power of evil.
However, to give the driver his storybook ending with Irene would have
sullied the character’s dark and complex tone. This is about as good of a
situation as the driver could have hoped for, and his “success” is ambiguous.
Therefore, with the driver surviving, I see this theme more as an exploration
of evil than a warning of its power.
Both of these themes show up in criticism of the film. Miles Surrey points
to the motif of the driver engaging in violence, calling it a “riveting descent
63

Criterion

into chaos: a starry, neon-lit L.A. curdling into a bloody (but still neon-lit)
nightmare.” Roger Ebert also recognizes the protagonist’s moral crisis, titling
his review “The existential getaway driver.” Ebert goes on to say, “[T]he
driver reveals deep feelings and loyalties indeed, and undergoes enormous
risk at little necessary benefit to himself.” But these reviews do not provide
analysis of the driver, only assertions. Because of this, I will also compare the
model’s interpretation to video essays published through YouTube. Though
none of these channels have as much acclaim as Ebert, these video essays
actively attempt to grapple with the themes of the driver as a character.
Moreover, the FIRST model must demonstrate its ability to provide
substantive analysis before it can be measured against the highest-quality
criticism available, so video essays provide an adequate first comparison
to measure up against. Regardless of how much value the audience puts in
video essays, the FIRST model clearly arrives at similar interpretations as the
community. “Drive, Joseph Campbell, & Becoming A Real Hero” comes to
the conclusion that “Drive ultimately boils down to a study of morality . . .
and the consequences of doing [right and wrong].” Likewise, another video
essay, “The Driver — A Real Hero,” claims that “The driver has participated
in criminal activities, but doesn’t think those actions represent him.” Other
video essays comment on similar themes (see “What Does Drive Say About
Masculinity”), demonstrating this method’s ability to arrive at sophisticated
character-based themes. Formed on fact-based analysis, Character FIRST
successfully articulates complex themes which correspond to other critics’
analyses of the driver.
While Drive shows Character FIRST’s ability to discover themes from
a central character with very little history, a work such as The Catcher in
the Rye makes for a good demonstration of the method’s usefulness in
analyzing unreliable characters. As a novel with a large amount of criticism
surrounding it, this method’s accuracy in pointing to themes common
within literary criticism of The Catcher in the Rye will signify its usefulness.
Additionally, as a work featuring an unreliable narrator whose actions and
statements contradict throughout, The Catcher in the Rye tests the FIRST
method’s ability to parse through difficult, dense layers of characterization,
further validating its integrity.
Some of the first things we learn about Holden Caulfield seem mundane
at first, but will become more important as the story progresses. At the
level of facts, we learn about Holden in a very basic sense: He is a tall
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black-and-gray-haired 16-year-old who wears a hunting hat backwards and
smokes a lot, goes to a renowned prep school, etc. We also learn about his
family and his past, which are a huge part of Holden’s character. Finally, we
get a simple understanding of how he interacts with the world by noting his
repeated flunking out of school, his numerous roommates, and his previous
non-familial relationships. The biggest concern of our analysis should be the
sheer mass of data we can accumulate on Holden Caulfield. However, some
of the most important details of the facts level to note are Holden’s hunting
hat, which he calls “a people shooting hat,” (Salinger 22) and Holden’s gray
hair. Both of these details, though they seem mundane, are symbolic of
deeper characteristics that will surface later in the analysis.
Moving on to insights, we quickly learn that Holden’s “lousy childhood”
(1) is more traumatic than it initially seems. His younger brother Allie died
young, and Holden recounts, “I slept in the garage the night he died, and
I broke all the goddamn windows with my fist, just for the hell of it” (39).
Additionally, a classmate of his committed suicide while wearing a sweater
that Holden had loaned him. These two events are telling, and the way they
are presented will be further explored in reactions. We should also note that
Holden is writing this book from a mental institution, which makes the
reader question Holden’s sanity and further complicates his status as an
unreliable narrator. Note also Holden’s status as a “terrific liar” (16) and his
contradictions, suggesting a mental imbalance in Holden.
Deriving his reactions from this, we see how Holden behaves on a regular
basis. One important detail to note is that his actions often contradict—for
instance, the two extremely traumatic events of his past listed in insights are
played off as part of life, while things like the ducks in Central Park make
Holden sad. He seems to grieve more for the missing ducks than for his
deceased brother or his dead classmate. One of the most telling mentions
of this comes when his little sister Phoebe asks Holden to name something,
anything, that he likes. Holden’s response is that he likes his dead younger
brother Allie, not “liked” but “likes,” as if he is still alive, (171) which
suggests an inability for Holden to process grief. Pay attention as well to the
things Holden says he hates—movies, plays, “phonies”—and the behaviors
Holden engages in, as those statements and behaviors directly contradict
each other as well. While one of his foremost reactions is to hate falseness
and the establishment, another of Holden’s reactions is to “[shoot] the bull”
(13) and be completely disingenuous.
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This leads us to Holden’s subjectivity. Holden is careful to never state his
true desires or fears throughout the story, as demonstrated by the opening
paragraph of the book. But by the end, we come as close as we will get to
Holden explaining his truest beliefs: “Don’t ever tell anybody anything. If
you do, you start missing everybody” (214). Looking back at the previous
levels that have brought us to subjectivity, we start to see what this sentiment
truly means: Holden does not know how to properly grieve, and he feels as if
people and events are only worth something in hindsight. He also hates the
“phony” society he’s grown up in, but participates in it nonetheless, which
seems to show that he wants a better and more genuine life for children but
doesn’t think himself capable of possessing this better life.
Finally, this brings us to theme. Knowing how Holden thinks, we take a
step back and analyze how the novel interacts with the ideas he puts forth.
Since this is a first-person narrative, it can be difficult to parse out how the
novel interacts with Holden, but Salinger does an exceptional job of letting
hidden details come across, allowing the reader to identify characteristics
about Holden that he can’t even identify about himself. Though Holden
talks a lot about getting out of the mental institution, the reader is made to
wonder how he will do that: What will Holden have to overcome to fit into
the world? This phrases the thematic question in terms of the plot. In terms of
the themes of the story, Holden’s mindset and actions as a character explore
the difficulties of adolescence and trauma. Through him, the novel explores
the death of childhood, and therefore, its significance. The main questions
that the novel seems to explore through Holden are then twofold: What does
it matter if we are only able to care about people after they are gone, and can
anyone escape the phoniness of the world?
Looking at literary criticism of The Catcher in the Rye, we can see that
these themes are abundant in analyses of Holden Caulfield. In “Holden
Caulfield: ‘Don’t Ever Tell Anybody Anything,’” Duane Edwards writes,
“[Holden] focuses on danger and potential death instead of love and a
personal relationship. Ultimately, he reveals his unreliability as the narrator
for his own life’s story.” Later, Edwards continues, “Holden conforms to
phoniness because he wants so badly to join the human race.” The Character
FIRST model and Edwards are clearly picking at the same sentiments of the
book, in that they both quantify his status as an unreliable narrator and use
Holden’s ironic narration to present a theme about phoniness and conformity.
In another essay, “Holden Caulfield’s Legacy,” David Castronovo identifies
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Salinger’s key exploration of The Catcher in the Rye to be “sentiment
and idealism, a child-like faith that life contains more than pretensions
and phoniness.” Likewise, the Character FIRST model picked up on this
meaning, questioning whether or not the world of phoniness is inescapable
and whether holding onto childhood can produce meaning or only result in
madness.
Both of these works, Drive and The Catcher in the Rye, are personal
favorites of mine. While this has allowed for me to pick and choose which
works best demonstrate the method I’ve put forward, it also allows room for
bias. To remedy this, I will also demonstrate Character FIRST’s effectiveness
on a text which I have not researched nor read previous to the writing of this
essay. Based solely off of the genre and a personal recommendation, I have
chosen to analyze Mattie Ross from True Grit by Charles Portis through the
lens of this method.
Upon a single close reading, the facts relating to Mattie Ross that jump
out of this text are numerous but fairly concise. The story is not too complex,
and our narrator, though not as psychoanalytical as Holden Caulfield,
details herself enough that we have a sturdy foundation of who she is. She
is a 14-year-old girl looking to avenge her father’s death by hiring a U.S.
Marshal to track down his killer. As the story progresses, we see that she is
an authoritative figure when it comes to her family and her sense of morality.
She barters with many of the characters we meet. This is demonstrated
in the details we see of her writing to her lawyer, the numerous bartering
scenes, the fact that she is the oldest child, and the words of other characters
in dialogue as well. For instance, Mattie’s lawyer tells her in a letter, “your
headstrong ways will lead you into a tight corner one day . . . You are [your
mother’s] strong right arm now, Mattie” (Portis 78–79).
In this text, the facts of Mattie Ross can be difficult to separate from the
insights. Mattie’s narration is concise and matter-of-fact, making the events
Mattie is emotionally invested in not much different stylistically from the
ones that she is not. The most obvious of these insights is Mattie’s dead
father—that is the heart of the plot and the drive of Mattie’s story. We learn to
see Mattie as a head of a household, though she is only 14. This responsibility
clearly weighs on her, but she is also up to the task, as demonstrated in her
conversations with Stonehill, who sold some horses to her father shortly
before his death. After realizing how capable Mattie is at striking a deal,
Stonehill says to her, “My patience is wearing thin. You are an unnatural
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child” (37). Complimenting Mattie’s responsibility to her family, we also
see the way she interacts with money. Mattie’s conversations almost always
revolve around payment and debt, whether that is putting the items of life in
terms of physical money, or putting her relationships in terms of a different
kind of value. The two values, money and emotional value, do not bleed over,
however, as demonstrated by Mattie’s refusal to haggle with the coroner (24).
What this shows is a strong set of reactions in Mattie. She speaks the
language of money and economy when interacting with the outside world,
but when business gets personal, she does not. We see this as well with
Mattie’s refusal to take Tom Chaney’s bounty into account when planning
his lawful killing. The man must pay, but not in money. As a no-nonsense
young woman, Mattie demonstrates her ability to command authority and
to fend for herself. But there is also something very clearly missing: a sense
of deep personal connection. We can only infer Mattie’s sense of compassion
based on the lengths at which she is willing to go to avenge her murdered
father. At the end of the novel, when Mattie seeks out her comrades from
this mission who have gone their separate ways, she is unable to find those
connections. Rooster Cogburn is dead, and LaBeouf has left no trail to be
found by.
With these reactions in mind, we come to Mattie’s subjectivity. Her
obvious and most prominent motivation is to avenge her father’s death,
which implies a strong connection with family. She also requires that her
two comrades bring her out west with them to allow her to see Tom Chaney
die herself, which suggests Mattie believes it is her responsibility to seek out
her father’s justice. But most deeply of all, if we mix these understandings of
Mattie with her continued economical descriptions of society and of justice,
a line from early in the novel jumps out and speaks for itself: “You must pay
for everything in this world one way or another” (40).
The novel seems to view Mattie’s sense of the world mostly in
agreement. Her and her compatriots’ success implies that this subjectivity of
personal justice is correct. What’s more, the title, True Grit, is what is used to
characterize Rooster Cogburn, who is described as one of the most unforgiving
marshals there is. This title glorifies the toughness of the characters. It serves
as a reminder that without the proper toughness to stare down the evils of
the world, the heroes would not have succeeded. In fact, it is only despite
major injuries to all the characters that they end up succeeding, suggesting a
theme of the novel: You must be as cold and as unforgiving as the world itself
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(at least in the Wild West) to claim your justice. But given that the entirety of
this novel’s plot is centered on the death of Mattie’s father, this theme must
also be taken in conjunction with the value of family. Family is the only thing
that supersedes the value of money. To phrase it as economically as Mattie
would: People pay in cash, criminals pay in blood.
Given this story’s relevance in modern society (as showcased by the
2010 Coen brothers movie of the same name), the author R. Baird Shuman
gives a disappointingly thin analysis of Mattie Ross in “Portis’ ‘True Grit”:
Adventure Story or ‘Entwicklungsroman?’” He comes to the conclusion that
the novel serves “to chronicle Mattie Ross’ struggle to achieve maturity,” and
sums up the happenings of the novel as “the most crucial days of her life
. . . her gargantuan trials.” Such an interpretation is counterintuitive to what
we learn in the novel and, in some places, downright false—for instance,
Shuman incorrectly states that Mattie “is not bitten” by snakes despite this
being a major factor in the amputation of her arm. We are also shown that
Mattie’s ability to barter and to act with grit is not a learned trait. The lawyer’s
letter states as much when he characterizes Mattie as “an almighty trial”
with “headstrong ways” (Portis 78–79). Shuman mistakenly interprets the
events of the story as an arc, when in reality, Mattie’s story is one of success
and bitter fulfillment, not growth. Meanwhile, William Nauenberg’s “True
Grit by Charles Portis,” recognizes the novel’s struggle with wickedness,
but dramatically oversimplifies Mattie Ross and the themes she presents.
Nauenberg’s thesis, that “the story shows the power of the good to conquer
evil,” puts into words the most generic interpretation of any story.
In the case of True Grit, the FIRST model’s interpretation of Mattie Ross
proves to be quite effective. Its analysis of her character depth provides us
with a better understanding of her value of money and family, and helps us
to better understand the concepts of value and grit as a whole. Through this
story, as well as Drive and The Catcher in the Rye, this method of analysis
sheds light on the impact of characters on a story and demonstrates how to
base interpretation on substantive textual evidence in order to form a concise
understanding of a character’s meaning. By pointing to themes common
among other interpretations, the Character FIRST method proves useful in
theory and applicable in practice.
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Conclusion

Character FIRST is meant to be used not only as a tool for better understanding
of character depth, but also as a springboard for further analysis founded
on factual evidence within stories. Likewise, there are further avenues of
thought to explore beyond the scope of this paper. It remains to be seen
how useful this model might be for the writing process, as is the case for
Campbell’s monomyth. Character FIRST’s use of derivatives should be
further analyzed, and mathematics in literature as a whole is a subject with
plenty of interpretation and discovery left to be had. I expect this definition
and model to be criticized as well; specifically, though I firmly believe in the
five levels of character depth asserted in this paper, I expect the number of
character depth layers to be contested and further theorized. Nevertheless,
this paper lays the groundwork for a new way of thinking about character
depth, the potential of which has yet to be fully discovered.
Analysts should be encouraged by the success these interpretations of
three major characters achieve in understanding deeper meaning in stories.
It proves successful in analyzing films and novels, favorites of literary
critics and overlooked works, first-reads and old favorites. It makes use
of mathematical ways of thinking in order to better understand what it is
that makes characters deep and to form a new, more applicable definition
of character depth. It is founded on substantive literary theory, specifically
Hochman’s Character in Literature and Campbell’s monomyth from The
Hero with a Thousand Faces. Most importantly, it expands our understanding
of storytelling and the characters within. By learning this derivative-based
definition of depth and applying the Character FIRST method, readers of
all levels can discover for themselves more complex and sophisticated
interpretations of character depth.
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Fragments and
Foreignness in Claudia
Rankine’s Citizen
Cutter Mendenhall

In the sixth section of Claudia Rankine’s Citizen:

An American Lyric, Rankine asks if the disappointments and failures
of the black experience are “too foreign” for white citizens to understand
(116). With this rhetorical question, Rankine takes the African American
experience—an experience traditionally understood to be native to the
United States—and redefines it as alien to the united white state that makes
up mainstream American society. According to Rankine, African Americans
are foreigners: as Americans unable to exist in the past or present, they are a
group without a homeland, alien to white Americans and alien to themselves.
For Rankine, this is not an idea to be taken lightly, and she extends and
deepens her redefinition of what it means to be foreign through all seven
sections of Citizen. Ultimately, she challenges the traditional understanding
of foreignness itself and its relationship to the black identity.
Other scholars have recognized the emphasis that Claudia Rankine
places on themes of foreignness and identity in Citizen. According to Bella
Adams, Citizen’s black American identity is “not human enough” to escape
foreignness (57). African Americans are foreign because, according to Adams,
they have yet to be accepted as humans. For Arthur Wang, Citizen’s African
American identity is foreign because it is “fractured and multiplicitous”
in its addressability (534). According to Wang, African Americans need to
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“code-switch” in order to be accepted into different echelons of society (534).
This mechanism renders the black identity only partially accessible at any
given moment and prevents the engenderment of familiarity that being native
requires. Critics like Adams and Wang view this foreignness as a mark that
was branded on black Americans in an enslaved past and is slowly fading from
the white psyche. Their analysis explores both the tensions that are working
against this fading process and attempts to rebrand African Americans as
inhuman. It does not, however, explore the way that the rebranding process
is interacting with old scars to create a new, unfamiliar black identity. The
label of foreignness that is currently being applied by an oppressive system
is not replacing previous labels like “slave” and “property” with modern
equivalents but creating an unintelligible mix of past and present marks that
nonetheless demands to be read. While scholars have not defined the nature
of this new imposed identity of foreignness, they have begun to discuss
the ways in which its effects are being seen in the white perspective of the
black identity. They have not begun to discuss, however, the ways that this
unfamiliar branding is changing the African American perspective of the
black identity.
In Citizen, Rankine identifies the nature of white-imposed foreignness,

and she intensely examines the way that it affects African Americans’ views
of themselves. Rankine redefines foreignness not as a biological marker

of location but a socially constructed form of oppression. This whiteconstructed label of foreignness fractures the African American identity
into stereotypes that deny African Americans a sense of humanity. Rankine

redefines black anger as an assertion of humanity that challenges these

stereotypes, and she suggests that white anger rises in response, protecting
white supremacy and forming the foundation of everyday microaggressions.
African Americans are foreign to the white system of processing that creates
this white anger because they are metaphysically located outside its scope of

consideration. The white system of processing creates a sense of invalidation

that makes blackness a state of cognitive dissonance for African Americans.
This cognitive dissonance is an injury to the black psyche, but it also makes

blackness a window into the imminent individual and a barrier to the union
of that individual with the body. Ultimately, Rankine reveals that to be white
is to be native and unable to make the distinction between what she calls

the “self self” and the “historical self” (14). In other words, to be native is
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to lack the power to distinguish between one’s inherent identity and one’s
“American positioning” (14).
According to Citizen, foreignness is not always a biological or cultural
marker of origin; it can also be a socially constructed label of subjugation.
By placing the concept of foreignness in a racial context, Rankine suggests
that foreignness is less about location and more about belonging. When
white characters in Citizen compare time spent around African Americans
to “watching a foreign film without translation,” they are asserting that
the black identity is not a native American identity (50). Instead, the black
identity is a foreign entity that can be forced to undergo a naturalization
process in which white Americans are allowed to educate and shape it before
they consider it American. In this context, the white identity is what Kamran
Javadizadeh calls the “unmediated identity,” while the foreign black identity
can exist only as it is filtered by the white power structure (476). This filtering
makes foreignness a state of subjugation in which the white hegemony can
crush and erase black dimensions of identity that do not fit the American
likeness it intends to create. For African Americans, this subjugated state
ultimately becomes a captivity of the subjective. The African American
opinion is viewed as a foreign entity with un-American impulses, and it
is disenfranchised. Rankine writes that African American perspectives are
left “unsaid . . . duplicated, redacted here, [and] redacted there” to fit the
citizenship requirements for the white American identity (69).
Rankine suggests that this label of foreignness is not a new identity of
otherness but the fragmenting of existing identities into subhuman parts that
replace the holistic individual. Rather than simply meaning alien in character,
foreignness in Citizen is the separation of character traits into a multiplicity
of caricatures that do not add up to a whole. This “broken-down . . . first
person” is comprised of African American stereotypes that white characters
use to guide their interactions with the black people of Citizen. In the end,
however, “nobody’s here” (72); the African American identity as a collection
of stereotypes is an identity void of humanity. The black identity exists “in
theory” (117), but it does not have the power to form real relationships that
allow “one body to feel the injustice wheeled at another” (116). At the scene
of Hurricane Katrina, responders and reporters discuss African American
victims only in terms of manageable caricatures while Rankine repeatedly
asks them, “Have you seen their faces?” (83). There is no reply to her plea
for a recognition of black humanity. Kyle Frisina uses the terms “substantial
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existence” and “racialized signifiers” to characterize the gap that foreignness
creates between humanity and stereotypes (148). African Americans’
substantial existence, or their humanity, is dealt with only in terms of its
one-dimensional, racially charged splinters: its racialized signifiers. These
signifiers symbolize African Americans without actually recognizing them.
Rankine’s concept of a fragmenting foreignness strips the African American
identity of its humanity and redefines it in terms of simplistic symbols.
While Rankine presents the white foreignization of black Americans as a
dehumanizing force in Citizen, she also sets forth black anger as a challenge
to this label and an assertion of a “human identity” (128). Because foreignness
is dehumanizing, a humanness-affirming response is needed to challenge the
label; Rankine identifies black anger as this response. By placing black anger
in the context of a battle for the humanness of African Americans, Rankine
highlights the establishment of personhood as one of black anger’s central
objectives. While it may seem like anger serves as evidence of the animalistic
nature of humanity, it is actually a base human emotion that exemplifies
humanity’s elevated state. Anger, according to Silvan Tomkins, is activated
by “the absolute density level of stimulation,” meaning that it develops in
response to a grave assault (76). In Citizen, Zinadine Zidane says that racist
attacks touch “the deepest part” of someone (122). That something as complex
as the denigration of one’s personhood due to race or ethnicity elicits this
response reveals a sophisticated human nature; it is evidence of humanity.
In responding to these attacks with anger, African Americans assert their
personhood by “aris[ing] directly to the level” of an intellectually advanced
attack instinctively (122). Their unplanned, innate, immediate biological
response to the dehumanizing nature of racism presents immediate proof of
biological equality to the aggressor. Rankine breaks down the video footage
of Zidane’s headbutt frame-by-frame to show the speed and certainty with
which he reacted (122–128). His response to Materazzi’s racial slur was not
calculated; it was physiological. In this way, Rankine suggests that racially
provoked anger is an affirmation of humanity because it is a subconscious
response to an attack on a set of intellectually complex ideas that are deeply
held by the victim.
While Rankine claims that black anger asserts black humanity in the face
of foreignizing microaggressions, she reveals that white anger protects white
supremacy and serves as the engine of those same microaggressions. When
the trauma therapist yells at the African American speaker “at the top of
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her lungs” to leave her property, she is not contending for personhood, she
is declaring white supremacy (18). In the same way that racist comments
touched the “deepest part” of Zidane, the speaker’s assertion of equality
is attacking the therapist’s deeply held racist tenets (122). The speaker’s
approach to the porch leaves the therapist like a “wounded Doberman
pinscher,” howling against the assault on her racist convictions (18). These
racist convictions are shared by almost all of the white characters in Citizen,
and they are built into what Suzanne Lundquist calls the “One Story” that “the
Western quest for truth” has created (264). White supremacy has been woven
into the fabric of Western truth from its inception, and while systemic racism
is not a pillar of truth that most white Americans would consciously defend,
it is a permeating (if invisible) thread in almost every aspect of the Western
narrative. White anger retaliates against perceived threats to systemic racism
because striking the chord of systemic racism makes the entirety of Western
truth vibrate, and Western truth is truth that white Americans will jump
to defend. White Americans can consequently feel righteous anger as they
defend systemic racism while under the impression that they are fighting
for Western values. Rankine suggests that this righteous, white-supremacydefending anger is the central feature of microaggressions. In Citizen, when
the black speaker is late to meet a white friend, the friend calls her a “nappyheaded ho,” asserting the racist idea that it is the white right to inflict pain on
African Americans, not the other way around. The speaker responds angrily
with the question, “What did you say?” and the friend is stunned into silence
as she realizes the gravity of her comment (41). This exchange reveals that it
is African American outbursts of anger, or assertions of humanity, that allow
white Americans to begin to distinguish between white supremacy and
the One Story. White anger is undiscerning on its own; it is dependent on
outside perspectives to fix its faulty paradigm. Microaggressions, according
to Rankine, then, become small eruptions of blind, white, racist anger that
are dependent on the retaliation of black anger for reconciliation.
Just as Rankine reveals that white anger defends white supremacy as
part of a larger Western narrative, she suggests that African Americans are
foreign because they are located outside the purview of the white system of
processing that develops this narrative. African Americans aren’t physically
living outside of their country of origin, but their lived experience exists
outside the scope of white American consideration. Throughout Citizen,
Rankine employs the dichotomy of the blue atmosphere and the black night
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to assert that the foreignness of blackness is a foreignness of processing
systems. The white American way of processing is represented by the blue
atmosphere, and the black American system is symbolized by the night.
Just as the realities of the day and night are perceived with different sets
of awareness, blue-sky white Americans cannot find reality in the black
perspective. The primary daytime sense is sight, and the white daytime
senses that similarly privilege what can be seen fail to recognize the validity
of other invisible forms of input, namely, African American emotions. African
Americans “exhaust” themselves looking for recognition in the “blue light,”
only to realize that they “will not be seen” (70). White society relegates the
black experience to the nighttime—a place that is seen by whites as being
governed by weaker, less accurate senses that are often distorted by irrational
imagination and “strange reverie” (71).
This situation of African Americans outside of the white system of

processing is not just a situation, however; Rankine’s day and night metaphor
suggests that this location is the result of an intentional displacement by

white Americans. White society is entirely concerned with superficial, visible

metrics—“pure product” (94). The exclusion of African Americans from this
realm of superficiality places them in the nighttime—a realm of nuance and

emotion, in which the interplay of several senses leads to complex images of
depth. For African Americans, the nighttime is a place where their experiences

can be recognized, where they can “hold everything black and see” (70). The
relegation of African Americans to this richer realm reveals an intentional

element to the foreignizing of African Americans; white Americans are
choosing to dismiss the relevance of African American emotions rather than

listen to and develop the senses that would validate them. They are making
a conscious choice not to develop the awareness that would allow them to
see black experiences that go beyond the lines they drew to “create the black

man” from their limited perspective (128). This falling short in accounting for

black emotions ultimately prevents African American experiences from being

validated. They can never solidify into what Andrea Long Chu describes as

the “stable ontological crystal we call an event” (303). Because one of the

essential components of a microaggression is the emotional pain experienced
by the victim, white society’s biased, black-emotion-blind form of processing
can write microaggressions off, in Chu’s words, as being “all in your head”
(303). Rankine reveals that the true state of African American foreignness is
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actually a white foreignness to African American emotions that fictionalizes

African American experiences.
Rankine’s portrayal of foreignness as a state of invalidation also suggests
that blackness is a state of cognitive dissonance for African Americans. This
state of cognitive dissonance means that African Americans lack what Elliot
Aronson describes as the ability “to make sense of their environment and
their behavior” (304). To be black is to be disoriented. African Americans
have a lived experience that they cannot reconcile with the diametrically
opposed reality of the prevailing society. Kate Clark’s “Little Girl” sculpture,
according to Rankine, embodies these feelings of incoherence that come from
two competing interpretations vying for reality. For her, the sculpture is a
fitting window into a lyric written about humans who have been treated
as animals for centuries (“Claudia”). Clark’s sculpture is not animal, nor
is it human, but it is almost both, and it tricks the viewer into expending
energy to create coherence out of something that cannot be reconciled. This
attempt to reconcile the incoherent is a fitting window into the experience of
African American cognitive dissonance. It is a state of chaos that demands a
definition that is impossible without discarding one reality or the other, and
yet it requires the use of both. By calling this state of distress an “injury” and
not a “sickness” in Citizen, Rankine also reveals that this state of cognitive
dissonance is not an inherited condition but an environmental lesion that is
acquired by each successive generation (143). Clark’s “Little Girl” was not
born with the body of a caribou; it was stitched on. If cognitive dissonance
is an injury created by an inconsistency, African Americans would have to
surrender to one perspective or another to heal themselves, but they refuse
to give up both their lived experience and their place in American society.
In this way, Citizen shows that cognitive dissonance is an environmentally
caused wound that is consciously accepted by African Americans in the
refusal to surrender to the perspective of the white hegemony.
In Citizen, Rankine reveals that it is this state of cognitive dissonance

that makes foreignness a window into an understanding of the African

American immanent individual and historical self. Foreignness is a state of
cognitive dissonance that places African Americans between realities; this

state of dissonance is a feeling that “you don’t belong so much to you,”

opening up possibilities of multiple versions of the self within an individual

(146). This new understanding opens from the “immanent you,” a place that
Amy De’Ath defines as the self that “precedes civil society” (139, 129). From
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this immanent self, the understanding expands to encompass what Rankine
calls the socially defined “historical self” that carries community perceptions
formed over time (14). For African Americans, this historical self is best
described as the “weight of nonexistence” (139). The fact that foreignness
brings African Americans out of the inherent, devoid-of-context self and
into a reflection of the positioning of the self in history and society shows
that foreignness is a mechanism that enlarges awareness of community
ideologies. Foreignness is a powerful tool that allows foreigners to escape
their own perspective and view themselves through the collective eye. At
the same time, foreignness becomes a barrier to the re-entry of an individual
perspective, and unity of the self is replaced with a conflicting “ache” that
cannot be remedied without the surrender of either the individual or the
historical self (139). The fact that African Americans deny white Americans’
calls to “move on” from the historical self and “let it go” suggests that the
ambiguity and conflict of the self that is found through the lens of foreignness
is not just a different perspective but an enlightening and even essential
addition to the identity (151).
Just as Rankine observes that foreignness is a clarifying state that allows
African Americans to recognize the difference between their immanent selves
and their historical selves, she suggests that to be native is to lack the ability to
make that distinction. The white hegemony that considers only white people
to be native denies white Americans the ability to recognize a historical self
that lives alongside an immanent self. African Americans, Rankine says, find
it “difficult not to understand” their position as part of “a larger political
and social dynamic” (“Art” 157). According to Citizen, however, “all our
fevered history” will not have the power to turn white bodies “conscious”
of their “American positioning” (142, 14). Foreignness, then, is a state of
consciousness, and to be native is to be unconscious of one’s historical self.
In America, this unconsciousness produces what Javadizadeh calls the state
of “white innocence” (480). White Americans cannot recognize their own
guilt because the problem of racism is tied directly to a historical self that
they cannot see. African Americans call for justice, but, as Rankine writes,
white Americans won’t “say yes” because in their minds “there is nothing to
solve”—they cannot see the problem (142).
Ultimately, Rankine reveals that where nativeness blinds white

Americans, foreignness becomes a state of recognition. It is foreignness

that allows African Americans to see their historical self and the problem of
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racism. Foreignness brings the questions that make foreigners conscious of
knowledge that was previously hidden. As natives, white Americans “have

the answers,” but “it is the questions [they] do not know” (115). Without the
inquiry that a foreign perspective makes possible, they cannot separate the

Western truth they have canonized from its white supremacist bindings.

Citizen, then, becomes an attempt to make white Americans foreign in order
to make them conscious of their own answers. History won’t do it, and

so Rankine turns to the lyric because, as James Baldwin claims in Citizen,
“the purpose of art is to lay bare the questions hidden by the answers”

(115). Citizen is not a match against white Americans but “a lesson” in
foreignness that will give them the questions they need to see their own
complicity in continuing inequality (159).
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To the Lighthouse or to
Mrs. Ramsay?
A Study of Materialization Through the
Symbolism of the Lighthouse in Virginia
Woolf’s To the Lighthouse
Virginia Moscetti

For art history theorist T.J. Clark, “modernism

and materialism go together” (139). Modernism describes a literary, artistic,
and intellectual period that emerged in the aftermath of World War I and
the Industrial Revolution in the 20th century. Modernism is revolutionary
in nature and describes a departure from traditional Victorian literary and
artistic forms into experimental structures and abstract topics. For instance,
while the Victorian era was concerned with the social nuances of the sitting
room, dining table, and foyer, Modernism was concerned with the ambiguities
of human consciousness and experience. Materialism, on the other hand, is a
school of thought which places matter at the center of everything. According
to materialism, all substances, including mental states, are constituted and
caused by matter.
Modernism, an abstract experimental genre, and Materialism, a literalminded and reductive intellectual approach seem to have, at first glance, as
little in common as apples and oranges. In fact, Clark acknowledges that
the “fellowship” he describes between modernism and materialism did not
constitute a kind of literary, artistic, or otherwise conceptual “tradition”
nor was it necessarily embraced by artists, thinkers, and writers of the

Criterion

time period. Despite this, he contends that modernist works strain towards
making abstracts materially determinate and literal. Like Freud who, in his
“Project or a Scientific Psychology,” aimed to represent “psychic processes
as quantitatively determined states of specifiable material principles’’,
modernism for Clark is to some extent inclined towards literalizing the
ambiguous workings of the subconscious into something that can be
“quantified” or grasped (Clark 139).
In his critical work “Freud’s Cézanne,” Clark tracks this modernist

impulse towards materialization through Paul Cézanne’s several versions of

his painting The Bathers. In each of these versions, Cézanne’s tactical use of

shading and subject-placement transform the work into a space of Freudian
phantasy and desire, such that what is repressed and backgrounded into the
subconscious for Freud becomes foregrounded and materially literal in The

Bathers. For Clark, this process occurs most notably with respect to Cézanne’s
representation of what Clark terms a “double figure.” In The Bathers, Cézanne

depicts a woman whose arms appear to be the legs and buttocks of another
woman standing behind her. Although both women are seemingly distinct

subjects, they can also be seen as a single, unified body. Clark describes these

figures collectively as the “double figure” or a figure with two symbolic
connotations (i.e., one discrete subject or two independent ones) that never
quite coalesce.

In Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse, Woolf similarly renders the

ambiguous processes associated with desire and our experience of “selfhood” materially literal through the symbolic figure of the lighthouse. In

this paper, I explore how the lighthouse operates in the same way as Clark’s
“double figure.”

By referencing philosopher Martin Heidegger and Theodore Adorno, I

argue that the lighthouse, through its solidity, comes to represent a process

of self-solidification or grouping together of Mrs. Ramsay’s self into a
“solid” during her private hours. Secondly, I argue that the lighthouse

simultaneously represents how Mr. Ramsay’s desire for sympathy leads him

to distort the image of his wife, Mrs. Ramsay, into a sort of “lighthouse”
signal for domestic sanctuary. While in both instances the symbolism of the
lighthouse revolves around Mrs. Ramsay, in each, Woolf literalizes distinct
subconscious processes related respectively to selfhood and desire. Finally,

by showing us how objects are reconstituted into representation by the
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powers of mind and desire, I argue that Woolf literalizes what metaphors do
and how they fit in to our human experiences.
On pages 62–63 of To the Lighthouse, Mrs. Ramsay is described knitting by
herself in the privacy of the evening hours:
Now she need not think about anybody. She could be herself by

herself . . . And that was what now she often felt the need of . . . to be

silent; to be alone. All the being and the doing, expansive, glittering,
vocal, evaporated; and one shrunk, with a sense of solemnity, to

being oneself, a wedge-shaped core of darkness, something invisible
to others . . . Not as oneself did one find rest ever, in her experience

(she accomplished here something dexterous with her needles) but as a
wedge of darkness. (Woolf 52)

Here, Mrs. Ramsay is undergoing a process of condensation. The
extraneous properties of her personality—that which is “glittering” and
externalized towards the world—evaporate as she shrinks down into a solid
and compact “wedge of darkness.” In one sense, this process is reductive.
It implies discarding the flubber of daily performances of personality and
receding into some originary point of the self.
For philosopher Martin Heidegger, every person is a particular kind of
entity which he terms Dasein, meaning “being there” (Being and Time 78).
Our “being-there” (or Dasein) is the first and most primordial state of our
existence. Simply put, it is nothing more than our corporeal presence in the
world. Within Heidegger’s philosophy, personality is something we tack
onto our Dasein (our “being-there”) such that we always have the capacity
to enact or be whichever self we choose to be within the constraints of our
world (for example, in this world, it is impossible for me to be a pegasus, but
it is possible for me to be an astronaut or a doctor)1. This capacity to enact
whichever self we choose is, for Heidegger, the originary capacity of Dasein
(The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics 152). Receding into a point of no
personality, of a complete and total absence of her “self” as she understands
it, Mrs. Ramsay appears to recede into her Dasein (or her physical state of
“being-there”) that is the most basic and fundamental level of existence.
Receding into this point, Mrs. Ramsay also condenses into a point of infinite
possibilities for self-making and self-enacting that are originary to her Dasein.
Thus, this process of condensation into a solid “wedge of darkness,” is also a
1

Heidegger, Being and Time, pg. 78 (see comportment and The They)
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process of expansion into limitless depths. As she descends into this wedge,
she senses that “it is all dark, it is all spreading, it is unfathomably deep . . .
her horizon seemed to her limitless” (Woolf 52). The unrealized possibilities
of her life, the selves she could have enacted, become visible and available
to herself in this descent, “this core of darkness could go anywhere . . .
there were all the places she had not seen; the Indian plains; she felt herself
pushing aside the thick leather curtain of a church in Rome” (52). Like the
singularities in our galaxy in which gravity is so intense that time and space
can no longer exist, Mrs. Ramsay contracts through the wedge of darkness
into a point of infinite density; she no longer is the person who exists in her
regular, every-day time nor is she the person that occupies her regular everyday spaces, she just, and simply, “is.”
Quoting Hegel’s Phenomenology of Mind, Theodor Adorno writes in his
critical work Minimalia Moralia, “the life of the mind only attains its truth
when discovering itself in absolute desolation. The mind is not this power as
a positive which turns away from the negative, as when we say of something
that it is null, or false, so much for that and now for something else; it is this
power only when looking the negative in the face, dwelling upon it” (16). For
Adorno, a subject discovering itself in “absolute desolation” refers to a subject
encountering itself in the absence of a historical moment. Historical moments
describe the particular time, place, and socio-historical situation that we find
ourselves in during our lifetimes. Importantly, they constitute the specific
set of norms we perform and adhere to in our daily lives. For instance, a
woman living in the Midwest during the 1950s likely adhered to norms such
as being responsible for domestic chores, caring for children, and possessing
a particular social role. By contrast, a woman living in a metropolitan city in
the 2000s might adhere to different norms, such as going to work, generating
income, and others. In both cases, the women’s historical moments provide
them with a particular objective placed-ness in the world that defines and
predicts (to an extent) what social roles they occupy and how they might
act. Adorno terms this self-objectivity derived from historical moments the
“in-itself,” or the objective, historical husk that a particular subject is “in.”2
2

Other philosophers, such as Merleau-Ponty, employ the term “in-itself”

to refer to the physical body. The “in-itself” could also be understood in terms of
Heidegger’s Dasein as a corporeal placed-ness. In any case, the term is used to
describe the subject’s objective situation or placement within the world, as opposed
to their consciousness or psyche.
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For Adorno, consciousness and subjective interiority are described as the
“for-itself,” or the aspects of selfhood that are both uniquely “for” and “of”
the subject itself.
In his work, Adorno argues that individuals phased into history

during and after the destruction of World War II, the inhuman violence of

concentration camps, and a culture of commodification, are confronted with

a historical moment that consists in the “dissolution of the subject.” For
Adorno, a subject is constituted by its historical moment and that moment’s

associative social norms, cultural realities, etc., as well as its consciousness

or psyche (i.e., the “in-itself” and the “for-itself”). Individuals living during
and in the aftermath of World War II were confronted with significant social

changes. For instance, the normative ethics of the time were challenged
by mass destruction and genocide and national identifications, following

German invasions, were constantly in flux. While, for Adorno, the subject

may continue to exist in these present circumstances in the same way it did in
the past as the “for-itself,” insofar as it exists in the present as a consciousness,

a psyche, the subject’s past “in-itself” or existence as an objective entity,
constituted (for Adorno) by the historical moment in which that subject
exists, has been destroyed by post-war circumstances. In the aftermath of

World War II, the subject’s past “in-itself” no longer exists. The subject can
no longer understand itself as located in the world in the pre-war sense as it

did in the post-war sense. Thus, “subjective reflections” which locate the self

“in the old subject, now historically condemned, which is still for-itself, but
no longer in-itself” are inauthentic and sentimental because they refuse to

recognize that the old self no longer exists in the historical moment in which
it once did and is, therefore, no longer that same in-itself (Adorno 15–16).

For Adorno, authentic self-reflection consists in “looking the negative in the
face” and understanding the absence of an “in-itself;” of the loss of the old

self’s historical moment in which it was once grounded.
While Mrs. Ramsay’s “descent” into the wedge of darkness involves
“looking the negative in the face,” this descent should not (and could not)
definitively be read as representative of the post-war subject’s confrontation
with its dissolution, both because To the Lighthouse was published roughly
twenty years before World War II and Mrs. Ramsay’s instance of selfreflection precedes (in the novel) the start of World War I. However, by
sinking slowly into the wedge of darkness, Mrs. Ramsay seems to similarly
“discover” herself in complete desolation, or in a moment outside of
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objective socio-historical forces that characterize her “in-itself” for Adorno.
By “dwelling on the negative,” Mrs. Ramsay transcends socio-historical
objectivity towards discovering herself as a pure consciousness. However,
condensing and contracting in the wedge, we are watching Mrs. Ramsay’s
“for-itself” (her consciousness; her subjective existence) gain a literal and
material kind of solidity, or the kind of “objectivity” associated with objects.
In this light, she becomes an “in-itself,” but in terms of material or objectobjectivity rather than historical objectivity. In other words, the “wedge”
ultimately gives her consciousness a material placed-ness (i.e., an “in-itself”)
in the same way that historical forces do.
As Mrs. Ramsay’s for-itself gains a material solidity through the wedge
of darkness by descending into a moment of “desolation” or the absence of
an in-itself, her personality, that wispy trail which emanates from her Dasein,
is mapped onto the lighthouse’s light-beam. Through this mapping, Mrs.
Ramsay’s selfhood comes to assume the architectural configuration of the
lighthouse.
Mrs. Ramsay looks out “to meet that stroke of the Lighthouse, the long
steady stroke, the last of the three, which was her stroke . . . watching them
in this mood always at this hour one could not help attaching oneself to one
thing especially of the things one saw; and this thing, the long steady stroke,
was her stroke" (Woolf 53). Attaching herself to the light beam emanating
from the lighthouse, the “wedge of darkness” seemingly becomes the conical
figure of the lighthouse tower and the entire lighthouse structure becomes a
figure representing the totality of Mrs. Ramsay. Consciously attaching herself
to the light beam, such that the light beam becomes her “eyes” and the self
which is conducting the act of introspection into the “wedge of darkness,”
the light beam seems to become a figure for her conscious self, or the self that
she enacts in her daily life and is who she understands herself to be. This is
evident in how the “light beam” purges and censors her rambling thoughts.
On page 53, Mrs. Ramsay spontaneously blurts, “We are in the hands of the
Lord.” She immediately becomes annoyed and looks back up to the “third
stroke and it seemed to her like her own eyes meeting her own eyes, searching
as she alone could search into her mind and her heart, purifying out of
existence that lie, any lie” (53). Not actually believing that the Lord keeps us
safe, her conscious mind—embodied by the light beam—strikes that thought
out of existence as incoherent with how and who she understands herself
to be. By contrast, the wedge of darkness, from which this pesky thought
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seems to have emerged, appears to be a figure for that which is amorphous,
unrealized, and incomprehensible within herself. In other words, that
which is not her personality, or who she understands herself to be, but the
blank slate upon which that personality is superimposed and the material
“in-itself” over and through which the “for-itself” operates. Accordingly, just
as our conscious personality is a small sliver that peaks through and over
our unconscious “being-there,” the lighthouse’s light beam emerges out of
its opaque and darkened tower.
By mapping this ambiguous duality within selfhood of a conscious
personality and an unconscious “being there” (that contains within it
absolutely nothing of our “selves” except the fact that we exist) onto a physical
object, Woolf renders this duality material, and as it were, “quantifiable.”
Through the representative figure of the lighthouse, we can parse through,
separate, and grasp the abstract processes and features that constitute our
“self-hood.” Additionally, by representing Mrs. Ramsay’s descent into herself
as the descent into a physical “wedge of darkness,” or darkened lighthouse
tower, Woolf literalizes the kind of condensation, or grouping together of
ourselves into a contracted point, that occurs in moments of absolute privacy
when we are no longer occasioned to perform our personality for others.
Through Mrs. Ramsay’s descent into the wedge, Woolf also seems
to privilege the objectivity of objects (i.e., material objectivity) over the
objectivity of historical forces as a figure for rooting our sense of self
within the world. Whereas historical forces tether us abstractly to a certain
expansive, historical “moment,” material objects, by summoning us into
a physical and embodied engagement with our environments, tether us
literally and immediately to a present. For instance, a hammer brings me into
an immediate physical engagement with the nails and picture frames in my
environment, thereby enmeshing me, as an embodied entity, into a particular
context. Conversely, historical forces dictate the cultural instance that I am
a part of and how I will interact with others as well as my environment,
thereby bringing me into engagement with my environment in terms of an
abstract impulse to perform a historical placed-ness rather than a physical
action that immediately links me to and places me within a material world.
In other words, historical forces advance a notion of self-rootedness in a
particular context that is not as literal or immediate as that which is granted
by material objects. Moreover, historical forces are constantly in flux and
contingent. While I will not pursue this further, the fact of changeability
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and the possibility of contingency alone seem to render historical forces as
unstable grounds upon which to root our “in-itself” and, thus, a less effective
symbolic figure with which to literalize the ambiguity of possessing a “selfhood.” In this way, Woolf’s description of Mrs. Ramsay’s encounter with the
“desolation” of an objective self could be read as an as an encounter with
the inability of abstract historical forces to grant a stable “in-itself” and a
descent into the material world, which, by promising physical engagement,
roots Mrs. Ramsay literally and immediately within a certain present. The
material wedge also provides Woolf with a solid, literal figure with which to
represent self-hood in a way that historical forces cannot.
As these ambiguous processes of self-solidification and self-rootedness
are rendered literal through the lighthouse, the lighthouse itself loses its
literal meaning. Instead, doused in the symbolism of Mrs. Ramsay’s selfhood,
it takes on representative and symbolic connotations that reconfigure it into
a symbol for Mrs. Ramsay. In other words, the material lighthouse becomes
“remade in representation.”
Similarly, in Clark’s “Freud’s Cézanne,” Clark aims to show us how
Cézanne’s painted bodies in The Bathers are:
thoroughly subject, as we agree they must be, to the play of phantasy;

that is, deformed and reconstituted at every point by the powers of mind.

But let them appear as they would in a world where all the key terms of
our endless debate—“imagination,” “mind,” “body,” “phantasy,” and
so on—would be grasped, by the bodies and imaginations themselves, as

descriptions of matter in various states. Then the world would be truly
remade in representation. (147)

Just as Cézanne’s painted bodies are “deformed and reconstituted
at every point by the powers of mind,” so is Woolf’s lighthouse. While its
solidity (in its identity as a lighthouse and as a physical object) gives legibility
and materiality to the features and experiences of selfhood and placement
it represents, it also loses that solidity as its identity as a lighthouse is
reconstituted into a representation. Additionally, while this representation
is one of human selfhood, it is also a representation of Mrs. Ramsay as a
character. To this extent, the lighthouse becomes a metaphor for Mrs. Ramsay.
But contrary to how we usually encounter metaphors, such that one object is
described as another (“the moon is an apple” would be one such metaphor),
we are introduced to the metaphor of the lighthouse for Mrs. Ramsay
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through an extended process in which she gradually becomes the lighthouse
and in which she is gradually granted “placed-ness” or characterized in the
novel as that lighthouse. For when Mrs. Ramsay settles into the “wedge of
darkness,” she slowly settles into the forms and figures of the lighthouse
tower and lighthouse beam themselves. In doing so, Woolf, like Clark argues
on behalf of Cézanne, “literal[izes] [the work of] metaphor” (Clark 158); she
makes legible the process by which an object becomes a symbolic stand-in
for another. Additionally, by configuring Mrs. Ramsay into a “lighthouse,”
Woolf establishes Mrs. Ramsay’s “place” and physical “in-itself” in the novel.
The lighthouse becomes Mrs. Ramsay’s objective husk at the same time that
it operates as a representation of her subjectivity.3
This metaphor for Mrs. Ramsay is reinforced by how other characters
regard and encounter her as a “lighthouse,” particularly her husband, Mr.
Ramsay. In the beginning of the novel, Mr. Ramsay, while contemplating
some complex philosophical problem,
looked once at his wife and son in the window, and as one raises one’s

eyes from a page in an express train and sees a farm, a tree, a cluster of
cottages as an illustration, a confirmation of something on the printed page

to which one returns, fortified, and satisfied, so without his distinguishing

either his son or his wife, the sight of them fortified him and satisfied him
and consecrated his effort to arrive at a perfectly clear understanding of the
problem . . . (Woolf 29)

Immediately, Mr. Ramsay regards Mrs. Ramsay as a sort of static image
of domestic comfort, which, regardless of where his mind travels, eternally
confirms a path and possibility of return to the domestic sphere. Observing
this emblem of domestic return, Mr. Ramsay feels fortified to pursue his
philosophical adventures. Importantly, it is not Mrs. Ramsay herself that
makes him feel fortified. As the passage describes, Mr. Ramsay does not
perceive her with any distinction. Instead, it is the solidity and stability of the
image that reassures Mr. Ramsay that he may always be able to return to the
3

The human body could be said to operate in a similar way: just as our bodies

make us encounterable to others and designate a particular spatio-temporal location,
they also indicate and express the possession of a subjective interiority. Likewise, the
lighthouse could be read as a signal (pun intended) of where we might encounter
Mrs. Ramsay spatio-temporally (always as a character and within the scheme of the
novel), while also expressing and representing her subjectivity and selfhood.
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home. Thus, Mr. Ramsay gleans reassurance from his wife by transforming
her into an immutable symbol of perpetual return or a lighthouse.
Upon reaching the lighthouse during the family’s final journey there, Mr.
Ramsay,
sat looking back at the island. With his long-sighted eyes perhaps

he could see the dwindled leaf-like shape standing on end on a plate of
gold quite clearly. What could he see? Cam wondered. It was all a blur to

her. What was he thinking now? she wondered. What was it he sought, so
fixedly, so intently, so silently? . . . He sat and looked at the island and he
might be thinking, We perished, each alone, or he might be thinking, I have
reached it. I have found it; but he said nothing. (Woolf 174)

The journey to the lighthouse is significant to the family for various

reasons. First, it was the journey that Mrs. Ramsay desired for her children
that remained unfulfilled at the time of her death. The question of whether or

not the family would venture to the lighthouse also incited (what appears to
be) one of the final arguments between Mr. and Mrs. Ramsay. Thus, returning
to the lighthouse and completing the journey seems to represent a fulfillment

of Mrs. Ramsay’s final wishes and a reconciliation between Mr. and Mrs.
Ramsay. However, upon reaching the lighthouse, Mr. Ramsay does not look

forward, but rather, looks back to his home on the island. One may even
imagine that he is searching for the window where Mrs. Ramsay and James

once sat together. While Woolf does not provide us with an explicit access
into his thoughts, in looking back, with the literal lighthouse looming over

him, it becomes apparent that Mr. Ramsay’s lighthouse—the static stable

object that illuminates the path to sanctuary—is the image of domesticity
that Mrs. Ramsay embodies for him.

Interestingly then, in both instances of this symbolism, the lighthouse

is used as a figure to represent Mrs. Ramsay as a solid, material object.

However, with respect to the lighthouse as a figure for Mrs. Ramsay’s

selfhood, the lighthouse comes to represent (and give material solidity,

legibility, and placed-ness to) the ambiguous composition of her “self,”
whereas in this second instance, Mrs. Ramsay comes to represent the features
associated with lighthouses. By extension, she becomes characterized as and

functions to others as an object (i.e., a lighthouse). This latter function of the
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lighthouse metaphor is unsurprising since, without access to her interiority4

Mr. Ramsay is inevitably constrained to encountering Mrs. Ramsay as a body
to be engaged with physically and materially. Condensed into and located

in the novel as a “lighthouse,” Mrs. Ramsay’s body becomes encounterable

in the novel specifically through this object. However, there is something
else at play here. While Mrs. Ramsay’s process of condensation into the

lighthouse is motivated by and literalizes a process of intimate self-reflection,
Mr. Ramsay’s reconfiguration of Mrs. Ramsay into a lighthouse is, instead,

motivated by and literalizes his desire for sympathy, which he fulfills from
inhabiting and perceiving the domestic environment that Mrs. Ramsay

creates.
However, he rarely describes this desire explicitly himself, which implies
that it is repressed somewhere (or at least backgrounded) within him. James
Ramsay is especially sensitive to his father’s desire for sympathy. In a scene
described from his perspective, Woolf writes:
[Mr. Ramsay] wanted sympathy. He was a failure, he said. Mrs. Ramsay

flashed her needles . . .

He wanted to be assured of his genius, first of all, and then to be taken

within the circle of life, warmed and soothed, to have his senses restored to

him . . . He was a failure, he repeated. Well, look then, feel then. Flashing

her needles, glancing round about her, out of the window, into the room, at
James himself, she assured him, beyond a shadow of a doubt, by her laugh,

her poise . . . , that it was real; the house was full; the garden blowing. If he
put implicit faith in her, nothing should hurt him; however deep he buried

himself or climbed high . . . so boasting of her capacity to surround and
protect, there was scarcely a shell of herself left for her to know herself by;
all was so lavished and spent. (Woolf 32)

Thus, Mr. Ramsay gathers sympathy from the domestic environment
Mrs. Ramsay weaves together through the “clicking of together” of her
needles. The needles seem to operate as a kind of phallic imagery, which in
4

This cannot be exclusively attributed to our general inability to fully access

another person’s interiority. Throughout the novel, Mr. Ramsay yearns to gain entrance
into Mrs. Ramsay’s personal thoughts, which she constantly denies in order to seemingly shelter him from her deep-set sense of melancholy and thereby preserve the
image of domesticity and sanctuary that Mr. Ramsay imposes upon her (Woolf 55–60).
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clicking together, evoke a desire for the phallus in two ways. First, sympathy,
as Clark suggests, “is intercourse lightly disguised” (158). The desire for
sympathy can be viewed as the desire for quasi-phallic entrance; a desire to
have someone “try you on” and commune with your experiences. Secondly,
Mr. Ramsay’s entrance into the room is described as a kind of sterile or failed
sexual intercourse: “into this delicious fecundity, this fountain and spray of
life, the fatal sterility of the male plunged itself, like a beak of brass, barren
and bare” (Woolf 32). Sympathy, or the clicking together of Mrs. Ramsay’s
needles, is the remedy for this sterility; it is the only thing that can fortify and
reinvigorate Mr. Ramsay in the otherwise sterile pursuit of his philosophical
endeavors. The presence of the needles makes the ambiguous implications
of a desire for sympathy materially literal. Through the needles, the desire
for sympathy becomes legible as a desire for intimate entrance as well as a
desire for recuperating a sense of fertility or capability in being soothed by
this entrance. The clicking of the needles and the static image of Mrs. Ramsay
with James in the window communicate to Mr. Ramsay the sympathy he
desires by virtue of the fact that they signal the fertile domestic environment
that Mrs. Ramsay embodies. However, in the preceding passage as in the
majority of the novel, Mr. Ramsay does not himself articulate his desire for
sympathy. Instead, it is something that emanates from him and, as such, is
readily apparent to other characters. Still, by reconstituting Mrs. Ramsay
into a “lighthouse” that signals that this domestic environment exists and
reassures him of his capacity to return to it, Mr. Ramsay’s sublimated desire
for sympathy becomes explicit—even in the sections described from his
perspective. By literalizing this act of sublimation through the lighthouse,
Woolf legibly and literally discloses to us how bodies and objects are
“deformed and reconstituted at every point by the powers of mind” and
desire (Clark 147). Ultimately, through the symbolic figure of the lighthouse,
Woolf literalizes two distinct processes of objectification: the first in which
an individual gains material object-objectivity and place-edness, and the
second in which an individual is warped and re-made by the forces of desire
precisely into an object of desire.5
5

This could be additionally construed as a metaphor for embodiment over-

all: insofar as we have and gain possession of a body (the primary condition of gaining a presence in our world), we become an objective feature of the world. We become
encounterable in space. In becoming so encounterable, we simultaneously become
vulnerable to objectification by those who encounter us.
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While Mrs. Ramsay and Mr. Ramsay both use the figure of the
lighthouse to represent Mrs. Ramsay, they clearly do so in distinct
ways (and to distinct ends). What emerges is two versions of the same
symbol that never quite coalesce into a single one. Clark describes this
phenomenon as the “double figure.”

Paul Cézanne, The Large Bathers, 1904–1906

In "Freud’s Cézanne", Clark focuses particularly on the two rightmost
figures of the last version of The Bathers, The Large Bathers (pictured above):
the squatting woman and the woman walking away above her. While each
of these figures appear somewhat distinct (as demonstrated by the stark
black lines that seemingly divide them), they also converge into a singular
body in an interesting way. For example, the bottom woman’s shoulders
could be perceived both as shoulders and as the buttocks, and thus an
extension of the figure above her (Clark 154). The configuration presents a
complicated, almost interpretively inhibiting, duality. Viewing the figure as
divided into two discrete figures implies suppressing the sense that they are
unified (and ignoring the blatant buttock-like quality of the shoulders) while
viewing them as one implies visually suppressing the head placement and
intersecting lines that distinguish the squatting figure from the one above
it (Clark 154). As such, the configuration never quite coalesces into a static
single body or two bodies, but instead captures a state of in-betweenness,
change, and movement that evokes embryonic or sexual differentiation, the
shifting of bodies in space, the desire for new identities, and/or the desire for
physical or abstract entrance via empathy into another body (Clark 154–155).
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Similarly, the symbolism of the lighthouse in Woolf’s To the Lighthouse can
be viewed as a double figure. While in both Mr. and Mrs. Ramsay’s cases
the lighthouse is a representative figure for Mrs. Ramsay, in the latter case
it is both a figure for Mrs. Ramsay’s self entering an instant of condensation
and sedimentation into the most originary point of self-hood as well as a
figure architecturally representing the dual-configuration (i.e., personality
and “being-there”) of her “self” through the lighthouse’s tower base and
light beam head (such that this “self” gains a material placed-ness). As such,
this instance of the lighthouse figure represents Mrs. Ramsay as she is in an
extremely private moment, while Mr. Ramsay’s figure of the lighthouse for
Mrs. Ramsay represents her (reconfigured by his desire for sympathy) as a
domestic object. Mrs. Ramsay is aware of this role that she serves to others
and plays into it.
Indeed, [she thinks to herself while reflecting on the large quantity of

guests entertained in her home] he had the whole of the other sex under her

protection; for reasons she could not explain, for their chivalry and valor, for
the fact that they negotiated treaties, ruled India, controlled finance; finally

for an attitude towards herself which no woman could fail to feel or to find
agreeable, something trustful, childlike, reverential . . . (Woolf 6)

Mrs. Ramsay recognizes and performs her role of signaling and creating a
domestic sanctuary for others. However, while she may enact this lighthouse
function, this figure of the lighthouse does not coalesce with the figure of the
lighthouse that represents her materially as herself. And yet, both figures,
insofar as they are rooted in Mrs. Ramsay, are superimposed upon—perhaps
even lightly connected—to each other. They extend from each other in such
a way that a doubleness and an in-betweenness in her character is invoked.
Asking ourselves—as Lily Briscoe frequently does—where do we locate
Mrs. Ramsay as a character? Who is she? The double figure of the lighthouse
replies: as both an object reconfigured by the desires for sanctuary and
sympathy and as an infinitely dense wedge of darkness shot through with
the light beam of conscious personality.
As Clark writes, Cézanne’s configuration calls to mind two Freudian
notions, “‘condensation’ and ‘displacement.’ And no doubt ‘condensation’ is
the word we want—one figure, that is, standing for more than one possible
dream-content” (154). Similarly, the lighthouse contains compacted and
condensed within it two symbolic connotations that revolve around the same
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individual. By representing the lighthouse as representative of two, seemingly
contradictory, connotations, Woolf communicates and literalizes the notion
of condensation. Additionally, understood more literally, the notion of
condensation as a vapor becoming liquid or an object contracting into a point
of increasing density describes the process by which Mrs. Ramsay settles and
descends into herself and into the material symbolism of the lighthouse. It
also describes the process by which Mr. Ramsay’s vaporous and unformed
desires condense into a solid image of Mrs. Ramsay as a domestic sanctuary
and guiding light to home.
As Clark continues, “the notion of displacement will [also] never . . .
entirely go away” (154). In the Freudian sense, displacement is when feelings
connected with one object are displaced onto another. In Mr. Ramsay’s
case, the desires for home and sympathy (while it is unclear from where
they originate) that he experiences are displaced onto Mrs. Ramsay and
reconfigure her into a “lighthouse” to home. However, “even when [Woolf]
wants to show us the body’s interminable shifting and reconstruction in the
space of desire, [she] wants the space to be literalized and the body’s states
to be individually solid as a rock” (Clark 154). The lighthouse, in its various
adumbrations throughout the novel, makes these spaces solid and legible. It
renders Mr. Ramsay’s desires material and Mrs. Ramsay’s amorphous sense
of self literal. Even though these spaces do not quite coalesce into a single
figure of the lighthouse such that there is a “sense - in which you go on seeing
the one reading [of these spaces] as suppressing or getting in the way of the
other,” they do not become less determinate as a result. Returning to Adorno,
because Woolf defines Mrs. Ramsay’s “in-itself” or objective presence in the
novel as a lighthouse, such that, despite the lighthouse’s varying symbolic
connotations, Mrs. Ramsay’s physical and symbolic presence remains
tethered to the same object, each connotation is never quite compromised
or lost. Instead, they each remain unapologetically solid, like different static
snapshots of the same body.
At once, Woolf’s lighthouse configuration literalizes displacement and
condensation (both in terms of the Freudian notions and regular meanings
of these words) such that the lighthouse cannot definitively be read as a
symbol for Mrs. Ramsay’s “self” or Mrs. Ramsay as the domestic sanctuary,
nor as a proper combination of both, but as a symbol that shifts interminably
between these two connotations. This, the lighthouse, is the double figure:
a figure that is fundamentally “multiplied by . . . imagined acts, by the
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plurality of [the] experience of [a] body getting beyond us” into spaces of
desire and into the various imaginations of what it means to be a self and
what it means to be and possess that self (Clark 157). Despite its shifting,
the lighthouse’s doubleness—its various apparitions in the novel—remain
solid and literal. What we gain, besides a material sense of ambiguous
subconscious processes, is a sense of how these processes reconstitute objects
into representative figures. In sum, we learn how metaphor operates and
how it structures the physical totality of our world.
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Genre in Translations
of Sir Gawain and the
Green Knight
Madison Schow

In

“Pierre Menard, Author of the Quixote,”

Jorge Luis Borges writes of an imagined French writer, Pierre Menard, who
sets out to “produce a number of pages which coincid[e]—word for word

and line for line” with Miguel de Cervantes’s Don Quixote (91). Although

Cervantes’s Quixote and Menard’s Quixote are composed of the exact same
words, Borges notes that Menard’s is “infinitely richer” and that the “contrast
in styles” between the two versions is “striking” (94). The differences in

these seemingly identical pieces come from the contexts in which the two
products were written—Don Quixote written by a seventeenth-century

Spaniard means something completely different from Don Quixote written
by a twentieth-century Frenchman. In translations from one language to
another—much more common than the situation Borges imagines—the

context of the work is just as important as the changes made on the word

level. Readers expect translated texts to hold the same basic information as
the original text—to be equivalent to the original—if not on the extreme level
of “Pierre Menard,” then at least in meaning.

The expectation of consistency in content is even more true for

translations from an archaic version of one language to a modern version of
the same language. Sir Gawain and the Green Knight is relatively readable

in Middle English, so, hypothetically, not many changes would have to be
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made to the words on the page in a translation to Modern English. However,
“Pierre Menard” tells us that even if no words are changed, any context
in which Sir Gawain and the Green Knight were to be published would
fundamentally alter the meaning of the poem. The changes from the Middle
English text of Sir Gawain to J. R. R. Tolkien’s twentieth-century translation
and Simon Armitage’s twenty-first century translation create different genre
experiences—one that prioritizes historical context and one that prioritizes
modernization—through the word-choice changes of the translation process.
This paper will not consider translation itself as a genre. Raymond van
den Broeck calls the appearance of translation as its own literary genre an
“illusion” caused by distortions of genre as a result of moving from the
start language to the target language (111). For example, a text really shifts
from “tragedy” to “melodrama” via translation, not from “tragedy” to
“translation” (113). It is these subtle shifts from one genre to a related genre
that can be found in translations of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. This
poem, written by an unknown poet in the late fourteenth century, has enjoyed
several translations since its discovery in 1824. Two important translations
of this Arthurian romance are J. R. R. Tolkien’s, completed around 1950
and published posthumously in 1975, and Simon Armitage’s, published in
2007. The Gawain Poet and the two translators all seek a different effect on
their audience, and their versions of Sir Gawain function differently in their
contexts due to shifting expectations among readers throughout the history
of English fiction. The development over time of the fantasy genre, as well as
superficial differences between the published products, influence Tolkien’s
commitment to and Armitage’s divergence from the historical genre of Sir
Gawain and the Green Knight.
Itamar Even-Zohar conceptualizes the contexts of translations,
describing the functions of translations within literature systems and the
circumstances in which they become important in those systems. One of these
circumstances concerns literatures that are still being established, including
not only “newly founded” language systems, but also “renovated” language
systems (Even-Zohar 192). Although English is a powerful and widespread
language today, at the time Sir Gawain and the Green Knight was written,
English had no prestige in comparison to older languages like Latin. It was a
“newly founded” literature (Even-Zohar 192). Additionally, the English that
is spoken today has changed drastically from the Old English of Beowulf, the
Middle English of Chaucer, and the Early Modern English of Shakespeare.
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Even English from just 200 years ago can be difficult to parse, necessitating
anything from helpful glosses to full translations to aid the modern reader.
The changes in context between an original and subsequent translations can
be understood through genre, and specifically, in the case of translations of
Sir Gawain, the fantasy genre. Literature within the fantasy genre, especially,
can be seen as functioning in a new system because the fantasy genre is
relatively new. According to Dieter Petzold, it is only when a “pragmatic view
of reality had become prevalent” around the eighteenth century that there
could be a “rebellion” against realism, giving rise to the fantasy genre (15).
Translations of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight track the development of
fantasy from chivalric romance to Tolkienian fantasy to today’s postmodern
fairy tales.
Though the Gawain Poet had never heard of fantasy fiction, he was
an expert in chivalric romance, a precursor to modern fantasy, and he was
aware of the tropes of the genre. According to The Oxford Dictionary of
Literary Terms, chivalric romance “celebrates . . . loyalty, honour, and
courtly love,” and romance in general “relates improbable adventures of
idealized characters” (“chivalric romance”). There are plenty of examples
of courtly love in Sir Gawain in the flirtatious but chivalrous encounters
Gawain has with Lady Bertilak every morning for three days. The Gawain
Poet also reminds us again and again of Gawain’s moral character, and the
entire narrative is dependent on an improbable encounter with the Green
Knight. Because of his familiarity with the patterns in Arthurian romance,
the Poet can also subvert the reader’s expectations, baiting readers with
tropes just to surprise them with reversals of Gawain’s expected actions.
Gawain is idealized, but he fails his quest. He is caught among promises of
loyalty to Bertilak, Lady Bertilak, and the Green Knight, the intersection of
which causes his quest to fail (Mann). According to J. Finlayson, although Sir
Gawain “contains most of the ‘characteristics’ used to define romance,” the
Gawain Poet’s “consciousness of genre” allows the poet to encourage a “wide
range of interpretations” (2). This is good news for translators, as it allows for
creativity and a degree of liberality in translation. Tolkien chooses to preserve
the courtliness of Sir Gawain as closely as possible while Simon Armitage
embraces the work’s subversion of tropes by being more progressive in his
translation process. The way Tolkien and Armitage decide to interpret the
Gawain Poet’s purpose determines the position of Sir Gawain and the Green
Knight within the fantasy genre.
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In the de facto introduction to his translation, Tolkien identifies Sir
Gawain as “a fairy tale for adults” (3). Because of this, Tolkien’s translation
of Sir Gawain should be read in the context of twentieth-century fantasy and
Tolkien’s own fantasy fiction theory set out in his essay “On Fairy Stories.”
The Lord of the Rings is often considered the “hub” of modern fantasy
(Klapcsik 317), and other twentieth-century fantasy writers like Ursula K.
LeGuin and C.S. Lewis take similar cues, basing their fantasy solidly in
English folklore and fairy tales. Unfortunately, because Tolkien’s translation
of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight was published posthumously, he was
not able to write the introduction for the translation. His son, Christopher
Tolkien, assembled an introduction from what Tolkien did write about his
translations of Sir Gawain, Pearl, and Sir Orfeo. The introduction to Sir
Gawain and the Green Knight is taken from the radio broadcast of Tolkien’s
Sir Gawain translation (viii). From this radio talk, we learn that Tolkien
chooses to foreignize because of the expectations of translations in that time
period and also because of the expectations of fantasy in that time period.
Tolkien never wrote a comprehensive explanation of his translation strategy,
but he did “occasionally [offer] thoughts about what constitutes a good
translation” (Weyant 63). Using Curtis A. Weyant’s assessment and synthesis
of what Tolkien did write on the process of translation, a framework can
be set up to analyze Tolkien’s translation of Sir Gawain. Overall, according
to Weyant, Tolkien believed a good translation makes unreadable texts
readable to a new audience, avoids archaism without resorting to modern
colloquialisms, and preserves the style of the era in which it was written.
Just as Tolkien aims to preserve the courtly style of the fourteenth
century, the Gawain Poet tries to infuse credibility in his work by situating
Sir Gawain and the Green Knight in the pseudo-historical tradition of
King Arthur. Historically, King Arthur has not only been important as a
character in a story, but as a figure who might have been real and could
return in England’s time of need. The Gawain Poet situates Sir Gawain and
the Green Knight in reality, mentioning the founding of Rome and of Britain
and that the events happened in Arthur’s day “as the Book of Brut beareth
us witness” (Tolkien Sir Gawain 97). Tolkien’s commitment to preserving the
courtly register of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight respects this tradition.
As a translator, Tolkien prioritized “turning Old English and Middle English
poetry into something that could be readily understood by speakers of the
modern idiom” (Smith 3). Far from modernizing Sir Gawain and the Green
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Knight into the slang of the twentieth century, however, Tolkien aimed for a
foreignized translation—one that would preserve the elevated language of
King Arthur’s court and the poetical prowess of the Gawain Poet while still
making it readable to those with no experience in Middle English spelling.
He replaced any unrecognizable fourteenth century vocabulary with
Modern English words, but he makes these changes sparingly. If the Gawain
Poet uses language that sounded courtly in his day, then a translation of
Sir Gawain and the Green Knight should sound courtly even to readers
far removed from the days and traditions of King Arthur. He expressed a
similar opinion in regard to translations of Beowulf, saying that “because the
diction of Beowulf was poetical, archaic, artificial…in the day that the poem
was made,” a translator’s language must also be “literary and traditional”
(Smith 6–7). Tolkien believed a translator’s first goal when approaching a
text is “to discover as precisely as he can what his original means” (viii)
and that a translator should “maintain the same sense of time-relationship
between the translated text and the modern audience as the original piece
had with its audience” (Weyant 69). This produces sentences such as, “‘Who
hears him will, I ween, / of love-speech learn some art’” (Tolkien Sir Gawain
47), which is readable, but tells the reader that this story takes place in an
unfamiliar time and setting in which a visit from a mystical green knight
might be feasible.
The medieval-style setting communicated through the archaic language
Tolkien uses is essential to Tolkienian fantasy. For example, King Théoden
in The Two Towers speaks in a style Tolkien calls “moderated or watered
archaism,” arguing that if a book set long ago requires ancient weapons,
clothing, and locations, then it also requires ancient-sounding language
(Weyant 75). In fact, he structured The Lord of the Rings as a translation
from an ancient book with painstaking attention to historical languages.
Since Tolkien is seen as the standard for modern fantasy, readers of his
translation of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight when it was published in
1975 (twenty years after The Lord of the Rings) would associate the historical
chivalric romance tropes with the fantasy genre. Tolkien’s commitment to
preserving the courtly register of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight keeps
his translation closer to the original genre of the poem and thereby situates
it in the fantasy genre for twentieth-century readers. Tolkien wrote a lengthy
analysis of fantasy in his essay “On Fairy Stories.” He describes the setting of
fairy stories as a “Secondary World,” in the context of which the fantastical
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events of the story make sense (157). In the real world, a knight, after being
beheaded, could not have “strode forth . . . caught up his comely head . . .
as if unharmed by mishap” (Tolkien Sir Gawain 32). Within the rules of Sir
Gawain and the Green Knight, however, where those in King Arthur’s court
are “astounded” but have still apparently “seen many marvels” (Tolkien Sir
Gawain 26), readers can believe that the Green Knight could realistically
appear and challenge Gawain to a beheading game and therefore can believe
in the transformative powers of Morgan le Fey to turn Bertilak into the
Green Knight. Tolkien’s translation preserves the text as a chivalric romance,
prioritizing what he sees as the poet’s original intentions, but it is now a
chivalric romance read through the lens of twentieth-century fantasy. The
Secondary World of this fantasy is not only created by the magic present
in the story, but by the translated language that preserves the archaic time
period as a world where the high-register language of King Arthur’s court is
as believable as the magic.
Like Tolkien, Simon Armitage sought to foreground the alliteration and
form of the poem; unlike Tolkien, rather than foreignizing the text, he wanted
to “bring Gawain home” both “poetically” and “geographically,” by which
he means he wanted to situate the poem in the modern language of the
West Midlands region in which the Gawain Poet was writing centuries ago
(“Swimming Through Bricks”). Rather than being “generally interested in
word definition,” Armitage includes “a few dialect words” alongside “some
of the original words” (“Swimming Through Bricks”). Fantasy readers of
the twenty-first century expect the tropes of twentieth-century fantasy to be
subverted as they are in stories like Shrek and Cinder, and Armitage does
that by modernizing the language rather than remaining as strictly faithful to
the original as possible. Instead of preserving the elevated tone of Sir Gawain
like Tolkien does, Armitage includes phrases such as “if someone were so
snooty as to snub your advance” (121) and “you’d better believe me” (101)
that move the work closer to his twenty-first century audience’s context.
Armitage does not just translate Middle English words to Modern English
words but also turns them into familiar phrases that readers can equate with
their own experience. Armitage’s use of modern language changes the tone
of Sir Gawain in the same way that the modern pop culture references in
Shrek imbue classic fairy tales with irony. Rather than the language matching
the setting of Sir Gawain, the instances of modern slang like Bertilak telling
Gawain to “Relax!” (91) and Lady Bertilak being described as “the cute
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one” (109) pull the reader from the fantasy and make them aware that they
are reading a translation, not being immersed in a fantasy or in a far-away
time. Like Shrek, Armitage’s translation of Sir Gawain carries humorous
tones in the language. Liminal fantasy is a type of fantasy with a blurred
border between fantasy and reality, “suggesting that the boundaries between
fantasy and reality are . . . insignificant” (Klapcsik 318). Armitage “hides the
threshold” (Klapcsik 318) between fantasy and reality by using modern slang
in the translation of a centuries-old chivalric romance. This is different from
Tolkien’s blurring of history and fantasy because, to modern readers, history
is as much of a Secondary World as a fantasy setting is. Armitage, on the
other hand, does not treat fourteenth-century England as a fantastical setting
at all, instead stressing that the poem could have been “written by somebody
who lived just over . . . the hill” (“Swimming Through Bricks”).
In translation, a foreignizing approach, one that moves the text away
from the target culture in favor of the culture of origin, is usually seen as more
difficult to read and more jarring to the reader because the translator wants
it to “feel” foreign. A domesticating approach moves the text to the reader,
letting the language flow as if it were originally written in the target language.
When it comes to fantasy, though, familiarity is more jarring than archaism.
Fantasy is a departure from the real—it is composed of anachronisms, things
that are impossible in our time. Readers who expect fantasy based on the
presence of magic and the medieval setting of Sir Gawain and the Green
Knight will be taken out of the experience when they encounter some of
Armitage’s word choice, while readers of Tolkien will feel like they get what
they are promised by medieval fantasy in his archaic language. In this way,
genre can change the preferences of readers and writers when it comes to
translations strategies. Armitage embraces anachronism while Tolkien avoids
anachronism as much as possible, meaning that Armitage’s language is more
at home in a twenty-first century setting but foreign in the context of fantasy.
Tolkien’s avoidance of anachronism keeps the text foreign and heightens
the fantastical experience of a Secondary World. Tolkien’s and Armitage’s
interpretations of the historical context of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight
change the genre of the poem—for Tolkien, the poem is a precious artifact to
preserve, but for Armitage, it is a living story to be rewritten.
Tolkien and Armitage both remain faithful to the poetical form of the
Middle English Sir Gawain, so it is their interpretation of historical context
that changes genre. Christopher Tolkien says in the introduction to J. R. R.
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Tolkien’s translations of Sir Gawain, Pearl, and Sir Orfeo that “a primary
object of these translations was the close preservation of the metres of the
originals” (ix), and, in an interview, Armitage said he wanted to “showcase
the musicality” of the Sir Gawain (“Swimming Through Bricks”). In that
way, both translators try to preserve the context, but the end results are
very different from one another. While Tolkien wants the poem to retain its
courtliness, Armitage clarifies that his translation tries to “harmonize with the
original” rather than being an “exercise in…medieval history” (Sir Gawain
12). Armitage’s translation attempts to be a “living, inclusive, and readable
piece of work in its own right” (Sir Gawain 12), and while Tolkien certainly
aims for readability by modern audiences, not wanting it only to be read
by “medieval specialists,” he also sees the text as “courtly . . . well-bred . . .
indeed learned” (Tolkien Sir Gawain 3). Because Armitage and Tolkien have
different interpretations of the text’s purpose and context, Armitage stressing
the localness of Sir Gawain and Tolkien emphasizing its linguistic distance
for both fourteenth- and twentieth-century readers, their translations place
different feelings and meanings in the foreground. Though the two texts
contain the same information and exist broadly within the fantasy genre,
they place different levels of importance on the moral lessons of the text, cast
the same situations as more stressful or more amusing, and carry differing
serious or parodic tones.
Within fantasy, there are different subgenres, and Tolkien and Armitage
prefer different ones. Tolkien sees Sir Gawain as a “romance, a fairy-tale
for adults” (Sir Gawain 3). He also sees the poem as “explicitly moral
and religious” (Sir Gawain 7). Armitage identifies the poem as “a ghost
story, a thriller, a romance, an adventure story, and a morality tale” (Sir
Gawain 11). A comparison of sections of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight
demonstrative of these subgenres reveals the subtle changes to genre that a
different approach to translation can make. Tolkien’s purpose (translating
a fairy tale) and Armitage’s purpose (translating a complicated and multifaceted fantasy) are shown in how they handle moments where Sir Gawain
and the Green Knight is a ghost story, a thriller, or a morality tale.
A ghost story is “designed to provoke dread” and centers on encounters
with a ghost or ghosts (“ghost story”). Both Tolkien’s and Armitage’s
translations of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight obviously involve ghost story
elements, but Armitage’s modernization of the text’s word choice emphasizes
the ghost-story genre. His evocative language heightens the dread compared
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to Tolkien’s translation. We are made aware explicitly of the Green Knight’s
supernatural nature earlier in Tolkien’s translation than Armitage’s. Tolkien
calls him a “fay-man fell” twelve lines after he appears through the door (23),
while Armitage does not call the Green Knight “otherworldly” outright until
sixty-two lines after his arrival (Armitage Sir Gawain 33). Armitage does
not refer to him as anything more than “otherworldly” in this first scene, but
Tolkien goes on to call the Green Knight “a phantom” (26) and refers to “faymagic folk” (26). Tolkien is more explicit about the supernatural elements of
the scene, but Armitage emphasizes the dread of the scene. When Tolkien
translates the court’s reaction to the Green Knight being able to move around
without his head while bleeding profusely, he says, “His trunk he twisted
round, / that gruesome body that bled, / and many fear then found / as soon
as his speech was sped” (32). Armitage says instead, “And when he wheeled
about / his bloody neck still bled. / His point was proved. The court / was
deadened now with dread” (49). Armitage’s word choice is much more
active: His use of the word when in “when he wheeled about” places the
reader in the time. His three short sentences, compared to Tolkien’s one long
sentence, create speed, and they shock the reader one by one as the events
shock those in King Arthur’s court. Armitage says “bloody” and “bled” in
one clause, emphasizing the graphic visuals. His choice to say that the court
was “deadened” with dread is much more effective at creating tension than
Tolkien’s “many fear then found,” which suggests a passiveness of emotion.
Also key to a ghost story is the irrational situation within a rational setting.
Armitage’s translation combines language realistic to modern readers with
the undeniably unusual events of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, so his
translation strategy is more suited to the unsettling nature of a ghost story.
On the other hand, a thriller focuses on “imminent dangers and evasive
actions,” and the conflict is based on a “sinister conspiracy” (“thriller”).
Armitage dials up the suspenseful scenes in Sir Gawain while Tolkien
keeps the tone more even. The sinister conspiracy in Sir Gawain and the
Green Knight begins with Morgan le Fay’s plot with Bertilak to frighten
Guinevere to death, which turns into a fruitless quest for Gawain during
which he is caught up in a secondary plot involving Morgan and Bertilak to
test his chivalry. The tension in these sensual scenes is far more pronounced
in Armitage’s translation. The first morning Lady Bertilak visits Gawain to
tempt him, Armitage’s translation says that Gawain “heard a slyly made
sound . . . and lift[ed] the corner of the curtain a little / wondering warily
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what it might be” (101). Then, Armitage says, “The knight felt nervous”
(101). Tolkien instead describes a “soft sound”; rather than feeling “nervous,”
Gawain is “abashed” (55). The softness already decreases the tension, but
the word “abashed” suggests that Gawain is more embarrassed at being
ambushed by Lady Bertilak than nervous about the consequences of the
situation. Also, instead of “turning [the matter] over in his mind,” Tolkien’s
Gawain “wondered, / and mused in his mind how the matter would go”
(56), apparently planning a next move rather than stewing over the situation.
Small changes in word choice can change a scene in a translation from
awkward to threatening.
Tolkien is concerned with morals and propriety in his translation of Sir
Gawain while Armitage is more concerned with readability than message.
Tolkien says in the introduction to Sir Gawain and the Green Knight that the
Poet’s “care in formal construction serves to make the tale a better vehicle of
the ‘moral’ which the author imposed” (4). Tolkien’s choice to translate in a
courtly register preserves the solemnity of a tale that means to teach a lesson
to the reader or to reveal a sobering lesson Gawain learned. While the morals
of Sir Gawain are not lost in Armitage’s translation, some of his word choice
seems inapposite. Ross Smith says that sometimes “Armitage seems to lose
sight of the fact that he is translating a very ancient work set in a venerable
location” (9). These modern colloquialisms sometimes undercut what are, in
Tolkien’s translation, important moral or religious moments. At the end of the
poem, when Bertilak is explaining to Gawain what went wrong in his quest,
he says (in Tolkien’s translation), “But in this you lacked, sir, a little, and of
loyalty came short. / But that was for no artful wickedness, not for wooing
either” (92). In Armitage’s translation, though, Bertilak says, “It was loyalty
that you lacked: / not because you’re wicked, or a womanizer, or worse”
(179). This drop in register from “wooing” to “womanizer” and the addition
of “or worse” make the moral of the text seem more juvenile than chivalrous.
The worth of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight as an “explicitly moral and
religious” text (Tolkien, Sir Gawain 7) is determined by the register of the
language in translation.
Neither Tolkien’s nor Armitage’s translation of Sir Gawain and the
Green Knight is better than the other because of their treatment of genre,
but they are better for certain readers. It is clear that Tolkien’s translation
is better for those desiring traditional fantasy based on English folklore—
essentially, readers who are used to Tolkien. Armitage’s translation is better
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for those who desire easy access to the excitement, tension, and fear of the
original Middle English version: those who want modernization rather than
fantastical defamiliarization.
Apart from the word choice differences between the two translations,
the presentations of Tolkien’s and Armitage’s translations in print also affect
how readers interpret the genre. The shift from manuscript to the Ballantine
softcover of Tolkien’s translation to the side-by-side Middle English and
Modern English hardcover of Armitage’s version also change the reader’s
experience with genre. On the cover of the Ballantine edition of Tolkien’s
translations of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, Pearl, and Sir Orfeo,
readers are reminded that Tolkien is the “renowned author of The Hobbit
and The Lord of the Rings. Through Ballantine, Sir Gawain was published
by Del Rey, Ballantine’s fantasy and science fiction imprint. Immediately, a
reader will associate this translated text with Tolkien’s fantasy novels. The
front and back cover describe the work as “a fairy tale” and an “adventure
of epic enchantment,” calling to mind magic and the “Secondary World” of
Tolkien’s fantasy theory set forth in “On Fairy Stories.” In comparison, the
Armitage translation of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight is published by W.
W. Norton, well known for literary anthologies, but not for genre fiction. On
the cover is a review from “Seamus Heaney, Nobel Prize-winning translator
of Beowulf.” The back cover identifies the book as “Literature” rather than
fantasy, and the praise for the book emphasizes its status as a translation,
with reviewers calling it a “luscious version,” something that “honours the
original’” and “recreates the original.” Tolkien’s translation treats the Middle
English manuscript itself as a fantasy object freed from obscurity by Tolkien.
Armitage’s translation, on the other hand, is indebted to the original, but
values freshness over fidelity. The fact that Armitage’s translation is presented
side by side with the original Middle English also changes the interpretation
of genre—Armitage’s translation from the beginning is presented as a
translation, while Tolkien’s is presented as a story in its own right. Even
before beginning to read Sir Gawain, the audience’s interpretation of genre
has been determined by the way the poem is printed, either as fantasy fiction
or as a classic text to be studied.
The genre of a translation is determined by the context of the translation
in relation to the original, the translator’s preferences and purpose, and the
publisher’s goals. This changes the work, but not beyond recognition. Change
of genre does not destroy the integrity of the translation, but rather refreshes
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it for a new audience that has new expectations. Lawrence Venuti points out
that “[t]ranslating…archaic poetry” carries with it “inevitable anachronism”
(244)—modern translations of antique poetry will be influenced by modern
poetical forms that did not exist at the time the original was written. For
example, rap influences can be used to emphasize the “popular dimension”
of Italian religious poetry (244). Because a translation from Middle English
to Modern English is necessarily a modernization, tracking the changes in
audience expectations over time is important for understanding translated
texts. A translation of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight in the twentieth
century exists in a different literary system than a translation in the twentyfirst century, and the differences between them are not only on the word
level. The words a translator chooses can change the experience of the work
completely, and this can influence how a publisher interprets genre, how that
genre is communicated in the published product, who buys the book, and
what genre the reader then interprets it as. No genre is inherently better for a
translator to emphasize in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight—a translator’s
genre preference is as subjective as a reader’s genre preference. It is rewarding,
however, to read multiple translations of one work to experience the myriad
possibilities of that work, and it is essential to continue to translate and adapt
works like Sir Gawain and the Green Knight to express as many possibilities
of the work as possible.
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